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Abstract
First-year seminar (FYS) courses tend to focus on preparing students for successful
academic and social integration into the college environment. Many of the studies on FYS
courses focus on measuring outcomes such as college grades, retention, and graduation rates.
While there is notable documentation of several different types of FYS courses, relatively few
studies compare the different types of FYS courses. What, if any, differences might there be in
the profiles of students who take either type of course? Is there a certain type of student that
enrolls in the discipline-specific course, or a certain type of student that enrolls in the nondiscipline specific course? This study sought to add to the literature comparing students in
different types of FYS courses by examining student characteristics (high school GPA),
expectations (student-faculty interactions), and patterns of major change (change over one year
and change from beginning of college to graduation). Two types of FYS courses were included:
non-discipline specific FYS courses (extended orientation courses focused on the transition to
college) and discipline specific FYS course (included an introduction to a major or academic
discipline in addition to assisting students in their academic and social development).
The results indicated no statistically significant differences between type of FYS
completed, in relation to the students’ prior high school GPAs, expectations for faculty-student
interactions, and patterns of major change during the first year of college or from the first year of
college to graduation. Only first semester college GPA was found to be significant in terms of
association with major change from year one to graduation. While not the primary focus of this
study, the secondary findings suggest that utilizing information about college students’ GPAs
could help college administrators implement programs and services that help students select a
good fit major as well as help them to persist and graduate on time.

vi

Chapter 1: Introduction
In the modern era, students, parents, employers, policymakers, and other stakeholders
expect institutions of higher education to ensure students graduate on time and are equipped to
succeed in their future careers (Kuh, 2016; McPherson, 2018). These expectations have
influenced modern conceptions of college student success (Kuh, 2016). Traditional measures of
student success, such as degree progression and degree attainment, are still relevant, particularly
in a time when shifts in public funding for higher education bring greater scrutiny to the
performance of colleges and universities (Pew, 2019). However, there are other elements of the
college experience that may help researchers, educators, and policymakers to better understand
student success in college. For example, Kuh et al. (2007) suggested that a holistic definition of
student success should include diverse indicators. In particular, Kuh et al. (2007) stated that
“academic achievement; engagement in educationally purposeful activities; satisfaction;
acquisition of desired knowledge, skills, and competencies; persistence; and attainment of
educational objectives” are all components of student success (p. 10).
Kuh et al.’s (2007) definition of student success is based on a framework in which
students’ pre-college experiences, students’ behaviors during college, and institutional conditions
all interact to have an impact on student outcomes such as grades, learning, and employment.
Kuh et al. (2007) argued that “students who find something or someone to connect with in the
postsecondary environment are more likely to engage in educationally purposeful activities in
college, persist, and achieve their educational objectives” (p. ix, Kuh et al. 2007). First-year
1

seminar (FYS) courses provide one opportunity for this special connection to the college
environment. A frequently used definition for the first-year seminar course emerged in 1988: “a
course intended to enhance the academic and/or social integration of first-year students”
(Barefoot, 1992, p. 49). FYS courses are a prominent intervention for providing new college
students with the skills to achieve success in college (Barefoot et al., 1998; Hunter & Linder,
2005; Mayhew et al., 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Roufs, 2007; Upcraft et al., 2005;
Young & Skidmore, 2019).
The popularity of first-year seminar courses derives from the number of positive
outcomes achieved at different institutions (Barefoot et al., 1998; Tobolowsky et al., 2005;
Young & Chung, 2019; Young & Skidmore, 2019). Most practitioners who are responsible for
teaching or the administration of FYS courses are interested in assessing the relationships
between first-year seminar participation and outcomes such as student satisfaction; persistence;
academic strategies/skills, connection with the campus or institution; knowledge of institutional
resources; student-faculty interaction; and critical thinking or problem-solving skills (Fidler,
1991; Tobolowsky & Associates, 2008; Young & Chung, 2019). The existing literature has
frequently compared participants in first-year seminars with non-participants (e.g., Das et al.,
2021; Edwards, 2018; Lang, 2007; Schnell et al., 2003; Shi et al., 2021), and much of the
research on first-year seminars has been conducted within single institutions (Porter & Swing,
2006). Many studies on first-year seminars have focused on the relationship of FYS course
participation to factors like retention, graduation rates, academic performance, campus
involvement, student engagement, and student learning outcomes (Goodman & Pascarella, 2006;
Keup & Petschauer, 2011). Numerous studies have cited relationships between FYS courses and
persistence as well as timely graduation (Cone, 1991; Das et al., 2021; Davis, 1992; Fidler, 1991;
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Fidler & Moore 1996; Klatt & Ray, 2014; Miller et al., 2007; Miller & Lesik, 2014; Permzadian
& Credé, 2016; Robbins et al., 2005; Schnell & Doetkett, 2003; Shanley & Witten, 1990; Shi et
al.,2021; Starke et al., 2001; Young & Chung, 2019;). Studies have also shown a positive
relationship between completion of a first-year seminar course and college grades (Maisto &
Tammi, 1991; Permzadian & Crede, 2016). Despite some mixed evidence of the effectiveness of
first-year seminars (Permzadian & Crede, 2016), the overall body of literature on first-year
seminars demonstrated that these courses contribute to students’ persistence; grades; satisfaction
with faculty, peers, and the institution; use of campus services; interaction with faculty; and
development of specific academic skills (Greenfield et al., 2013; Keup & Petschauer, 2011). In
their review of over 40 studies on this topic, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) concluded that the
positive outcomes of first-year seminar courses on students’ successful transition to college,
retention to the sophomore year, and academic performance are “statistically significant” and
“substantial” (p. 403). It has been documented over many years that first-year seminars are a
useful tool for institutions to support student success (Barefoot & Gardner, 1993; Keup &
Petschauer, 2011). Even with the abundance of research on FYS courses, emerging trends related
to the types of first-year seminar courses offered by institutions (Young & Skidmore, 2019)
provide new opportunities for inquiry.
Types of First-Year Seminars
The prevalence of FYS courses at colleges and universities across the country results in
numerous studies and other resources on the topic of FYS courses and different elements of
college student success (e.g., Mayhew et al., 2016). In order to better understand the wide scope
of FYS courses, practitioners and scholars refer to different types of seminars offered by
postsecondary institutions: (1) extended-orientation type seminars; (2) academic themed courses
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with either (a) uniform content or (b) varied content; (3) professional, discipline-linked, or
major-specific courses; (4) study skills seminars; and (5) hybrid type courses that combine some
aspects of each of the preceding types (Permzadian & Crede, 2016; Young & Skidmore, 2019).
Extended orientation (type 1) courses tend to emphasize campus resources and general transition
topics, and the courses might be taught by student affairs professionals. The University 101
course at the University of South Carolina is a widely recognized model for this type of course
(Barefoot, 1991; Swing, 2002). South Carolina’s FYS course is taught by faculty, student affairs
professionals, and university administrators in partnership with graduate and undergraduate peer
leaders. The graded course focuses on transitioning to college, and instructors could significantly
customize or design their own individual sections (Barefoot et al., 1998). The Elon 101 course at
Elon University is another example of the extended orientation type course. Elon’s course is
taught by academic advisors and focuses on assisting students in the transition to college,
identifying resources for and barriers to success, and building advisor-student relationships (Elon
101, 2021; Barefoot et al., 1998). In this study, the term “non-discipline specific seminar” was
used to refer to the standard extended-orientation type courses offered at the institution where the
study is to be conducted. These courses have no academic or discipline-based themes, but instead
are broader in nature and focus on the topics related to the transition to college.
In the academic themed (type 2) FYS courses, the focus is on an academic topic rather
than life skills or how to navigate the college environment. Uniform academic themed seminars
(type 2a) refer to programs in which all the courses have the same focus, while varied academic
themed seminar courses (type 2b) will offer a unique theme specific to each class section
(Barefoot et al., 1998). Montana State University offers uniform, academically themed FYS
taught by senior faculty members (Barefoot et al., 1998). For the 2020-21 academic year, the
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interdisciplinary topic of place and identity was used for all FYS courses at Montana State to
prompt students to explore the intersections of place, education, and justice using a common
convocation text (Montana State, 2021). The College of William and Mary offers varied
academic theme FYS courses under the names COLL 100 and COLL 150. These courses are
taught by faculty across the curriculum, and each individual class section has a narrow focus to
facilitate deep readings, group discussions, research, and writing (Barefoot et al., 1998; William
& Mary, 2021a). Sample FYS course themes at The College of William and Mary include:
Cosmology and the History of Wonder; Critiquing the American Dream; and Emerging Diseases
(William & Mary, 2021a; William & Mary, 2021b). The University of Vermont also utilizes
academic-themed seminars with varied content in their departmental FYS courses. These courses
are taught by tenured or tenure-track faculty member with expertise in the subject matter on
specific topics such as The Great Crash of 2007 and Dance in the Contemporary World
(Barefoot et al., 1998; Univ. of Vermont, 2021). Academic themed FYS courses provide students
with opportunities to learn about unique topics or faculty interests while simultaneously
introducing students to college level reading, writing, and inquiry.
The professional, discipline-linked, or major-specific FYS courses (type 3) (called
“discipline-specific” from this point on) introduce students to certain majors or professions. For
example, Ithaca College offers a First-Year Seminar in Business course exclusively to first-year
business majors. The course aims to make connections between experiences in the first year of
college and demands in business settings with topics including time management, goal setting,
learning styles, communication skills, and resource utilization (Barefoot et al., 1998; Ithaca
College, 2021). The Ithaca College course uses a discipline-based curriculum (such as
management theory) to address issues relevant to the first year of college (i.e., joining a campus

5

organization) (Barefoot et al., 1998). The University of South Carolina offers discipline specific
FYS courses for business and engineering majors (Barefoot et al., 1998). The University of
South Carolina FYS course BMEN 101 aims to introduce freshman engineering majors to the
field of Biomedical Engineering and includes resources and skills deemed necessary to succeed
in this major and field (Undergraduate Studies Bulletin, 2019).
The study skills FYS courses (type 4) are dedicated to teaching study skills such as notetaking and time management, and these courses are sometimes considered remedial courses for
underprepared students (Barefoot, 1991; Barefoot et al., 1998; Swing, 2002). For example, the
U.S. Air Force Academy offers Learning Strategies 102 that enrolls students considered to be
academically “at-risk” (Barefoot et al., 1998; U.S. Air Force Academy, 2021). An example of a
hybrid (type 5) seminar course comes from California State University Northridge (Barefoot et
al., 1998). The University 100 class is a hybrid of extended orientation type topics and an
academic study skills type of course. The course introduces students to the university, and it
includes writing, reading, note-taking, and test-taking as well as on-campus field trips (CSUN,
2021). These examples of various type of FYS courses demonstrate some of the many ways that
FYS courses can be implemented on college campuses. The increasing variety of types of FYS
courses seen across colleges and universities, sometimes with more than one type of FYS course
offered at the same institution, leads to questions about the impact of the different types of
courses on student success.
Evolution of First-Year Seminars
While first-year seminars are widely prevalent, the literature has shown increasing variety
in the specific types of first-year seminar courses available to students within and across
institutions of higher education. This variety is demonstrated by the learning outcomes reported
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for FYS courses in recurring national surveys. Over the past ten years, the most popular course
objectives for FYS courses nationally have consistently been teaching academic success
strategies; developing a connection with the institution or campus; cultivating a knowledge of
campus resources; fostering analytical, critical-thinking, or problem-solving skills; providing an
introduction to college-level academic expectations; and academic planning or major exploration
(Young & Skidmore, 2019). Personal development and student-faculty interaction are also
common course objectives (Young & Skidmore, 2019). These objectives are consistent with the
profile of the extended-orientation type courses (Barefoot, 1998; Young & Skidmore, 2019).
The extended-orientation type seminars have historically been the most prolific type of
course offered across the country (Young, 2018a). However, in recent years a new trend has
emerged. In the 2012-13 National Survey of First-Year Seminars, Young and Hopp (2014) noted
the increasing number of other types of FYS courses across U.S. colleges and universities, and
they predicted this pattern would continue in the future. This prediction was confirmed in Young
and Skidmore’s (2019) report on the 2017 National Survey on the First-Year Experience. In
2017, for the first time there were more institutions reporting the use of academic-themed FYS
courses than extended-orientation type FYS courses (Young & Skidmore, 2019). This shift
marked a turning point for FYS courses nationally, showing the decline of historically
mainstream extended-orientation type FYS courses.
Differences Among Students in Different FYS Courses
Among the numerous studies on FYS courses, there is limited literature comparing
students who take different seminar types. Most of the studies on types of FYS focus on
comparing either student perceptions or measurable outcomes of different types of classes, such
as retention. For example, Swing (2002) conducted a national survey of students to compare the
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effectiveness of four different FYS course types (extended-orientation, academic theme,
discipline-specific, and study skills) on achieving specific student learning outcomes. He utilized
feedback from the First-Year Initiative Study in which students ranked the effectiveness of their
first-year seminar courses across ten outcomes (Swing, 2002). Swing (2002) concluded the
extended-orientation type to be more effective than the discipline-specific seminars, and he
reported little difference in the perceived effectiveness of academic themed first-year seminars
and the study skills seminars (Swing, 2002). Young (2020) also used national data to compare
extended-orientation type and academic theme type seminars on student retention; he found that
participants in academic theme type seminars had better retention rates than extended-orientation
type seminars. Single institution studies have found no differences between types of seminar
courses and certain outcomes. For example, Friedman and Marsh (2009) conducted a single
institution study at a large, public four-year university, and their results showed no significant
difference in retention or college GPA between the participants who took extended-orientation
type courses and participants who took academic-theme courses. At another large, public fouryear university, Ehlers (2014) found no significant difference in college GPA when comparing
students from discipline-specific seminar courses and extended-orientation type FYS courses.
Boettler et al. (2020) also found no significant difference in student retention or college GPA
when comparing students enrolled in study skills themed FYS courses and academic themed
FYS courses at a large, public four-year university. While differences between courses seem to
emerge in the multi-institution studies, the single institution studies comparing students across
types of FYS have not presented a strong case for the superiority of any one type of FYS course
on student retention or academic performance in college.
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Some studies comparing FYS courses examine the profiles or types of students enrolled
in each type of class. Student typologies seem to provide more insight into some of the potential
differences between the types of FYS courses and the outcomes. Weissman and Magill (2008)
found that different types of students had different outcomes across two different types of FYS
courses at a large, research-extensive, religiously affiliated university. For example, students
with lower levels of academic preparation (i.e., high school grades) and lower levels of
motivation had better retention and academic performance if they took an extended-orientation
type FYS, while students with higher levels of academic preparation and greater sense of
motivation experienced better outcomes if they took the discipline-based FYS course (Weissman
& Magill, 2008). Barton and Donohue (2009) also found some differences between FYS courses
by incorporating student characteristics, including their high school academic profiles. They
compared one credit and three credit extended-orientation courses at a single institution, and they
reported no significant differences in retention rate for students in the two FYS courses.
However, there were differences in the pre-college profile of students enrolled in the different
courses (Barton & Donohue, 2009). Students who enrolled in the more extensive three credit
FYS course had higher SAT scores, higher high school rank, higher levels of intellectual
development, and higher expectations (Barton & Donohue, 2009). Using the Beginning College
Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE), Barton and Donohue (2009) found that students who
enrolled in the more extensive three credit FYS course had higher expectations for academic
work, obtaining academic help, discussing grades or assignments with instructors, and attending
campus activities than students who took the one credit FYS course. Barton and Donohue (2009)
suggested that the apparent effect of participating in first-year seminar courses may not be a
result of the course itself, but a biproduct of the characteristics associated with the population of
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students taking those courses. Barton and Donohue’s (2009) study provides an argument for
including student characteristics, specifically high school GPA and expectations for college,
when examine the differences between FYS course participants.
Student Expectations
Barton and Donohue (2009) used The Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement
(BCSSE) to gain insights about the profile of students taking FYS courses. The BCSSE survey
collects data related to new college students' academic expectations and perceptions for the
upcoming school year (The Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE), 2019).
Students’ expectations constantly interact with and influence their experiences within the college
environment (Cole et al., 2009; Howard, 2005), making expectations interesting information for
both scholars and practitioners. Expectations act as a filter through which students compare what
they experience with what they had previously anticipated or predicted. This interaction between
expectations and lived experience can also influence how students behave in the future (Howard,
2005; Kuh, Gonyea, & Williams, 2005). When students’ expectations are met, they may feel
confident to continue in their endeavors or try new things. When their expectations do not align
with their experience, they may feel anxious or unsettled since their perceptions were
incongruent with their experience (Howard, 2005). Data based on students’ expectations about
the college experience provides an interesting opportunity to compare the participants in
different FYS courses. Learning more about first-year students’ expectations for a specific aspect
of the college experience, such as interacting with faculty, has the potential to provide new
insights into the differences between students who enrolled in a discipline-specific type of FYS
course or a non-discipline specific type of FYS course.
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Changing Majors
One area that has not been extensively explored in relationship to different types of FYS
courses is students’ decisions to either keep or change their initial college major. It is a common
practice for college students to change majors. In reporting on national data for students who
enrolled in postsecondary education for the first time in the 2011–12 academic year, Leu (2017)
found that 33% of students enrolled in bachelor’s degree programs changed their major at least
once within three years of their initial enrollment. Nine percent of students changed their major
more than once (Leu, 2017). The Education Advisory Board (EAB) reports that as many as 85%
of all college students change their major at least once prior to graduation (Venit, 2016). These
figures may be alarming to individuals concerned about persistence, graduation rates, and job
placement. There is evidence that students who change majors may take longer to graduate and
are likely to incur additional costs for higher education (Allen & Robbins, 2010; Cebula &
Lopes, 1982; Dryesdale et al., 2015; Education Advisory Board (EAB), 2016a). It is generally
thought that choosing a major early on, and remaining enrolled in that major, is an important step
to graduating from college in four years (Straumstein, 2016).
There is growing evidence that the timing of when students change majors -- not simply
the act of changing majors -- impacts their time to degree (EAB, 2016a). In a recent national
study of 78,000 students enrolled in both private and public institutions, the Education Advisory
Board focused on examining the timing of when students made their final major choice. The
EAB found that students who changed majors between their second and eighth terms had a
graduation rate between 82% to 84% (four-year graduate rate/8 terms). Students who never
changed their major had a four-year graduation rate of 78% (cited by Straumstein, 2016). These
results suggested that the first few semesters of college are critical for students to make a
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commitment to a college major that will allow them to complete their degrees in a timely
manner. The findings by EAB demonstrated how important it is that college students learn about
their major and career options early. Changing majors may actually be beneficial to students in
terms of their progress to graduation. By encouraging students to explore different majors, and
then make a change if needed, institutions of higher education may strengthen four-year
graduation rates (Straumstein, 2006).
Academic advisors and career counselors/advisors are arguably the experts on college
campuses when it comes to the topics of academic planning and career exploration. Academic
advisors support students in choosing a major and discussing personal goals, occupational goals,
and selecting their courses (Gordon, 2006; Hughey & Hughey, 2012). Career counselors use
specific techniques or processes to help students gain greater self-understanding and promote
informed decision-making (Hughey & Hughey, 2012). However, incoming first-year students
have limited, if any, access to academic or career advisors prior to their first term of enrollment.
This may be why many people report using informal social networks--family, friends, and
community leaders–-as their most common source of advice about choosing a major (Strada,
2017). However, this practice can be problematic if students have limited access to people in
their own social networks who can offer professional guidance or expertise in the careers or
majors that interest them (Strada, 2017). Grant et al. (2000) found that students made career
decisions through naturally occurring experiences and processes, but they suggested that
effective career decision-making should be intentionally taught to college students to help build
their confidence in this area. Similarly, Andrews and Schulze (2018) argued that leveraging the
curriculum of courses that students are required take may be one of the most effective ways to
improving student success. In addition to individual appointments or counseling sessions with
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academic advisors and career advisors, classroom experiences have the potential to be influential
in students’ major decision making (Milsom & Coughlin, 2015).
Demand for Discipline Relevant Courses
Recent national surveys indicate that FYS courses overall are increasingly emphasizing
objectives related to career development and academic advising. In the year 2000, only 22.7% of
respondents to the National Survey on the First-Year Experience reported “Career exploration”
as a primary course objective. In 2017, the same national survey revealed that “Academic
planning or major exploration” (selected by 80.4% of respondents) and “Career exploration
and/or preparation” (selected by 56.3% of respondents) were increasingly important learning
objectives for FYS courses (Young, 2018b). Additionally, “Introduction to a major, discipline, or
career path” gained more popularity, reported as an objective by 49.3% of respondents (Young,
2018b). These reports indicated that academic disciplines/majors and career planning were
emerging as top priorities for first-year seminars. The survey results also suggested that more
attention should be given to researching the relationship between first-year seminars and student
experiences related to career exploration, academic majors, and academic disciplines.
Among the different types of FYS courses, discipline-specific FYS courses stand out as a
unique opportunity for increasing the emphasis on career and academic planning. These types of
courses provide an opportunity to introduce students to a field of study or profession early in
their college careers. This exposure may help them to confirm or question their commitment to
their academic major (Milsom & Coughlin, 2015). The national surveys on FYS courses
indicated practitioners have the desire to include more topics related to academic planning and
career decision making in FYS courses (Young, 2018b). Offering more discipline-specific type
courses that allow students to interact with faculty in their intended discipline or to engage in
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topics especially relevant to their major and future careers, such as the Ithaca College First-Year
Seminar in Business, could have a substantial impact on students and their success in college.
FYS Courses and Changing Majors
Comparing the students who take discipline-specific FYS courses with the students who
take the more broadly themed extended-orientation type courses in relationship to students
changing college majors has the potential to inform both research and practice. Up to this point,
only one study has investigated the relationship between type of FYS seminar course and
changing college majors. Ehlers (2014) used multiple assessments to compare students enrolled
in the two types of seminars at a large, public research university. She examined their academic
engagement, social engagement, college grade point average, and persistence within their
discipline (i.e., major classification by college). Students in the extended-orientation type FYS
scored higher on Ehlers’ (2014) social engagement measure than their classmates in the
discipline-specific FYS course. However, Ehlers (2014) reported no significant differences in
college GPA for students who took either an extended-orientation FYS course and a disciplinespecific FYS course, as well as no significant predictive effect on measures of academic
engagement for either type of course. The percentage of participants that changed majors did not
differ by type of FYS course. Ehlers’ (2014) results led her to question whether the use of
discipline-specific type courses have any benefit over the more broad or general extendedorientation type courses in terms of enhancing student engagement. One problem with Ehlers’
(2014) study is that she examined results from the end of students’ first summer term to the end
of their first fall term. She suggested that future studies could be enhanced by using longitudinal
studies to examine seminar type and student success. Future research could contribute to
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knowledge about which, if any, type of FYS seminar courses make the most impact on students’
immediate and long-term success.
External Stakeholders
A variety of stakeholders may put more pressure on university leaders to increase student
success as achieved through FYS courses and other interventions or opportunities. State and
federal governments, which provide 34% of funding for public institutions, are increasingly
tying higher education funding to achievement of specific outcomes (Pew, 2019). In the years
following the Great Recession (2007-2009), state contributions to public colleges and
universities (which often support general operating expenses) have declined while federal
resources (including financial aid for students and support for research projects) have increased
(Pew, 2019). Pew (2019) reports that from 2008 to 2013, state funding for higher education
declined across the U.S. by $13.8 billion (20%). State funding has remained below 2007 levels
of funding (Friga, 2020; Pew, 2019). Over 30 states now rely on performance-based funding to
determine some portion of the allocations of state funding to public colleges and universities
(Mangan, 2019).
The state of Florida has been awarding performance-based funding since 2014, increasing
the pool of competitive resources for state universities from $100 million in 2014 to $265 million
in 2018, 2019, and 2020 (Martin, 2020). Florida State University serves as a case study of a
performance-based funding scenario. The institution saw a decline in state funding of nearly
$150 million from 2006 to 2012 (Lambert, 2015). In 2015, the Florida Legislature provided
Florida State University with $16.7 million in new appropriations from the performance-based
funding pool because of scores on ten performance metrics (Lambert, 2015). For institutions
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facing such dramatic declines in state appropriations, new monies incentivized by performancebased funding are highly desirable.
Performance-based funding in Florida focuses on outcomes related to college completion,
using metrics such as graduation rates and retention rates to reward or penalize institutions
(Mangan, 2019). Several performance metrics evaluate whether undergraduate students remain
enrolled within a major and continue to make progress to their degree in a timely manner (i.e.,
Metric 4: Six Year Graduation Rate; Metric 5: Academic Progress Rate) (State University
System, 2020). Another metric rewards “Bachelor's Degrees Awarded in Areas of Strategic
Emphasis,” which includes majors in including STEM (science/technology/engineering/math,
health, accounting, and education (University of South Florida, 2017), perhaps providing
incentive for universities to limit access to certain majors to only include students who are most
likely to succeed. The emphasis in performance-based funding on college completion has led
state universities to implement policies and practices that identify barriers to degree progression,
help students remain enrolled from year to year, and graduate students within four years
(Mangan, 2015). The University of South Florida (2021a) has a degree progression policy that
has a multipronged approach for graduating students within four years, including potential limits
on changing majors (i.e., only permitted if student will be able to graduate within eight semesters
from the time of initial post-secondary enrollment) and forcing students to change majors if they
do not meet certain requirements (i.e., college or major grade policies or requirements for
admission into major).
Performance-based funding means that states and the federal government have both
direct and indirect influences on higher education in America. For example, performance-based
monies are based on criteria such as percentage of bachelor's degree recipients who are employed
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or seeking additional education one year after graduation; the percentage of undergraduate Pell
grant recipients; and the percentage of degrees awarded in specific fields such as education,
science, and engineering (Martin, 2020). It is possible that an institution’s goal to meet certain
performance-based metrics may impact which degree programs it will continue to offer, or it
may lead to incentives (or disincentives) for choosing certain academic majors (Mangan, 2015;
Lambert, 2015; Martin, 2021). For example, the use of first-year earnings of graduates employed
within the state of Florida as a performance-based funding metric may lead universities around
the state to emphasize majors in the fields of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
– the areas with the highest potential earnings immediately after college (Lambert, 2015). As
performance-based funding continues to determine more of the overall budget for public
institutions in Florida, the outcomes for current students and graduates are likely to remain
closely monitored (Lambert, 2015).
While the state legislatures and university leaders watch the numbers, students may also
make decisions about colleges and majors based on their own financial situations. In 2017, $11
billion out of the $87.1 billion state appropriations for higher education in the U.S. was used to
fund student financial aid (Pew, 2019). In the state of Florida, there is potential for state financial
aid to be contingent on students’ choice of college major and the relationship between that major
and the job market. Legislation was under consideration in Florida in 2021 to change the state’s
merit scholarship program (Florida Bright Futures) to vary scholarship funding amounts for
students based on their selected degree programs (Voitik, 2021). Students with majors deemed
by the Florida Board of Governors (which oversees the state universities) and State Board of
Education to be directly connected to employment (called market-driven degree programs)
would receive more financial aid than students in other majors (Martin, 2021; Voitik, 2021).
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Though the proposed Florida legislation affecting financial aid has been sharply criticized
(Orlando Sentinel Editorial Board, 2021), even the discussion around these proposed changes
may impact how students and their families think about their college education. Financial aid
policies such as this one may have an influence on the choices students make about their initial
college major (Gallup, 2017; Swenson, 2020).
Problem Statement
First-year seminar courses are widely used at colleges and universities across the country.
The extended-orientation type course – the most dominant type of course for the past few
decades --- is declining in prevalence compared to other types of first year seminars (Young,
2018a). In the current performance based-budget climate, colleges across the country are
reinventing their courses to place greater emphasis on academic disciplines/majors and career
planning (Young, 2018a). In addition to the pressure from performance-based funding, the
COVID-19 global pandemic has thrust colleges and universities into an unprecedented era of the
greatest financial losses ever seen in higher education in the U.S. (Friga, 2021). The decline in
revenues and enrollment associated with the COVID-19 pandemic were significant, and they are
likely to precede further losses over the next several years due to declining enrollment, tuition
freezes, and expenses associated with the COVID-19 virus (Friga, 2021). As college
administrators make important decisions about the future of their FYS courses, funding is a
serious consideration (Tobolowsky & Associates, 2008). On an annual basis, the average cost per
college per year for FYS courses ranges from $45,000 to $90,000 (Padgett & Keup, 2011;
Permzadian & Crede, 2016; UC Davis, 2019; The Ohio State, 2019; Young & Hopp, 2014;). The
costs of FYS courses are mainly associated with personnel. Most institutions with first year
seminars employ a dean, director, or coordinator to lead the course program and curriculum
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(Tobolowsky & Associates, 2008). At four-year institutions, instructors of first-year seminars are
often staff members who serve as adjuncts (Hunter & Murray, 2007; Keup & Petschauer, 2011;
Young & Hopp, 2014). According to the Adjunct Project at the Chronicle of Higher Education,
the overall average pay reported by adjuncts is $2,987 per three-credit course (June & Newman,
2013). Often first-year seminar courses will also include peer leaders (also referred to as peer
mentors/peer educators) who receive financial compensation (Keup & Young, 2018). As faculty
and staff at public institutions of higher education have frequently been affected by cuts in state
funding (Flaherty, 2018) and the COVID-19 global pandemic (Friga, 2021), certainly the cost of
first-year seminars might lead institutional leaders to consider whether the benefits of first-year
seminars are worth the associated expenses. Administrators and leaders will continue to be
tasked with making difficult decisions about the types of investments in staff, programs, and
resources that reap the greatest benefit and achieve the outcomes they determine to be most
important (Gardner, 2021). A major part of the decision-making process is which type of seminar
course is best. With few studies comparing discipline-specific courses and non-discipline
specific courses, more information on this topic might provide university leaders the information
they need to decide which, if any, FYS course to implement.
Purpose of the Study
The choice of academic major is likely to be the most important decision that college
students make. Colleges also have a stake in whether students persist in their college major and
make timely progress to graduation. The purpose of this study was to compare student
characteristics between students who participate in discipline-specific FYS courses and nondiscipline specific FYS courses. For the current study, the discipline-specific FYS course refers
to specialized version of an extended orientation type of first-year seminar course, which

19

includes an introduction to a major or academic discipline in addition to assisting students in
their academic and social development (Ehlers, 2014; Swing, 2002). Enrollment in these types of
courses may be limited to a specific population (i.e., Nursing majors) and includes the topic of
the transition to college as well as specific major/disciplinary content. Non-discipline specific
FYS courses refers to an extended orientation type FYS course focused on transition to college
and without a specific theme or focus. Students enrolled in any academic major may enroll in
these types of courses. What, if any, differences might there be in the profiles of students who
take either type of course? Is there a certain type of student that enrolled in the discipline-specific
course, or a certain type of student that enrolled in the non-discipline specific course? This study
compared students who completed in two different types of FYS courses by examining their high
school academic performance, their expectations related to interacting with faculty, the
percentage of students in each type of class who either change or do not change their major
within the first year of college, and the percentage of students in each type of class who either
change or do no change their major from their first fall term to their final term of college. The
study will potentially demonstrate the differences, if any exist, between students who completed
a discipline-specific first-year seminar or non-discipline specific first year seminar.
Research Questions
The focus of this study was to compare students who enrolled in two types of seminar courses at
the same institution.
1. What is the difference, if any exists, in average high school GPA between students who
subsequently completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar and students who
subsequently completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar?
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2. What is the difference, if any exists, in incoming college students’ expectations about
student-faculty interaction between students who subsequently completed a disciplinespecific first-year seminar and students who subsequently completed a non-discipline
specific first-year seminar?
3. What is the difference, if any exists, in college students’ likelihood to change major from
their first fall term to their second fall term, between students who took a disciplinespecific first-year seminar and students who took a non-discipline specific first-year
seminar (controlling for students’ pre-college characteristics and expectations about
faculty interactions)?
4. What is the difference, if any exists, in college students’ likelihood to change major from
their first fall term to their graduation term, between students who completed a disciplinespecific first-year seminar and students who completed a non-discipline specific first-year
seminar (controlling for students’ pre-college characteristics and expectations about
faculty interactions)?
Significance of the Study
Recent trends in first-year seminars demonstrate the relevance of this study to both the
literature and practice related to first-year seminars. Over the last two decades, there have been
shifts in the distribution of types of first-year seminars offered at colleges and universities across
the country. According to the National Survey on the First-Year Experience, in the year 1991,
71% of institutions reported using extended orientation type seminars, 12.1% academic type with
uniform content, 7% academic type with various topics, 6% basic study skills, 1.4% reported
discipline-specific/pre-professional type seminars, 3.8% other type, and 0% hybrid type (Young,
2018a). A change was evident two decades later in 2013. On the same national survey, the two
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types of academic seminars (uniform content and various topics) combined were “nearly as
prevalent as the extended orientation seminar” (National, 2014, p. 1). In 2017, the number of
institutions using discipline-specific/pre-professional type seminars also increased from 1.4% in
2013 to 16.5% in 2017 (Young, 2018a). These changes demonstrate a significant shift in the
practice of FYS courses. At the present time, few studies compare the outcomes of different
types of first-year seminars (see Friedman & Marsh, 2009; Permzadian & Crede, 2016; Swing,
2002). Since institutions are using discipline-specific/pre-professional type seminars more
frequently, it is valuable to add to the literature by comparing the outcomes between disciplinespecific and non-discipline specific types of seminar courses.
This study has the potential to inform practice as higher education leaders seek to
determine the best policies and courses for their schools and students. For example, the results of
this study might inform decisions about the type of first-year seminar offered at a college, or it
may influence choices about the curriculum for first-year seminar courses. It may help an
academic advisor determine which type of FYS course would be best for a certain student, if
there are multiple types of FYS courses or different course themes available to enroll in. It may
help to determine which, if any, type of FYS course would be a better fit based on students’ high
school GPAs. Learning more about students’ expectations regarding faculty interactions may
inspire FYS course faculty to modify their approaches to teaching and engaging with students.
Finally, this study may encourage student personnel administrators to potentially recruit certain
students to enroll in a particular type of FYS course.
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Definition of Terms
To clarify terms used in this study, the following operational definitions are provided:
Academic advising
A process in which a representative of the university and students discuss choice of
major, selection of courses, and the scheduling process (Gordon, 2006).
Academic themed first-year seminar
Refers to specialized first-year seminar courses that focus on a specific disciplinary or
interdisciplinary theme. While these courses may include activities or content related to assisting
students in their academic and social development, the majority of the content focuses on the
course theme (Ehlers, 2014; Swing, 2002).
Career advising
Advisors or counselors use specific techniques or processes to help the client gain greater
self-understanding, clarity about their career concerns, and promote informed decision making;
less psychologically intense than career counseling (Hughey & Hughey, 2012).
Career counseling
Interactions between clients and counselors to “assist them in learning about themselves,
their families, and their styles of interacting with others at home, at work, and in their
communities for the purpose of discovering the most meaningful way to view themselves and
those they interact with” (Capuzzi & Stauffer, 2012, p. vii).
Career exploration
Activities that increase information about self and occupations to make career-related
decisions (including commitment to an academic major and career) and foster career
development (Fouad, Cotter, & Kantamneni, 2009).
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Career self-efficacy
The extent to which an individual believes he or she can complete career-related tasks
competently (Fouad et al., 2009).
Class performance
Class grades were used as a measure of student learning and indicator of academic
performance (Hu et al., 2012).
Discipline-specific first-year seminar
Refers to specialized first-year seminar courses that include an introduction to a major or
academic discipline in addition to assisting students in their academic and social development
(Ehlers, 2014; Swing, 2002). Enrollment in these types of courses may be limited to a specific
population (i.e., Nursing majors).
First-Year Seminar
A first-year seminar (FYS) course is a credit-bearing academic class designed to assist
students in their academic and social development and their transition to college (Hunter &
Linder, 2005). As Barefoot (1992) summarizes: “The freshman seminar course is intended to
enhance the academic and/or social integration of first-year students by introducing them (a) to a
variety of specific topics, which vary by seminar type; (b) to essential skills for college success;
and (c) to selected processes, the most common of which is the creation of a peer support group”
(p. 49).
Grade point average
The average obtained by dividing the total number of grade points earned by the total
number of credits attempted; an indication of students’ academic performance.
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Major Change or major changer
Student with a declared major who is unsure of his choice or student with a declared
major who is initially certain about his choice but later decides to change majors. “The term
Major Changers is used to refer to university students who change their major at least once
during the course of their undergraduate degree” (Dryesdale et al., 2015, p. 146)
Major persistence
Continued enrollment within the same major or related field of study as initially declared
(i.e., continued enrollment as an English major or change of major from Pre-Business to
Accounting major).
Major satisfaction
Contentment with one’s field of study. “Satisfaction with one’s major represents
congruency between individual values/motivation and the tasks associated with one’s working
environment” (Madison et al., 2018, p. 54). “For students, major satisfaction is analogous to job
satisfaction because, like work environments, academic environments vary with respect to
reinforcer patterns, opportunities to use various skills and interests, and opportunities to
implement one’s self-concept” (Nauta, 2007, p. 447).
Non-discipline specific first year seminar
Refers to the general first-year seminar course that addresses topics related to the
transition from high school to college to assist students in their academic and social
development. Students with any academic major may enroll in these types of courses.
Persistence
“The words ‘persistence’ and ‘retention’ are often used interchangeably. Yet the
National Center for Education Statistic (U. S. Department of Education, 2003) differentiates the

25

terms by using ‘retention’ as an institutional measure and ‘persistence’ as a student measure.”
(Hagedorn, 2012, p. 88).
Retention
Retention is an indicator of student success (Levitz et al. 1999), but it can be defined and
measured in a variety of ways (Hagedorn, 2012). The terms ‘persistence’ and ‘attrition’ are
commonly used to refer to retention (Hagedorn, 2012). Much of the research and practices on
college student retention focuses on first-to-second year retention (e.g., Hammer, 2003; Levitz et
al., 1999; Lipka, 2006). Institutions may measure retention by accounting for students who
remain enrolled at the institution at different points in the educational process, including the first
year and beyond. For the purposes of this study, freshman-to-sophomore retention measurement
was used.
Undecided
Student who has not declared a major. Undecided may also refer to students who have a
declared major but become less certain of their major choice over time (Gordon, 2007).
Summary/Preview
This study examined the characteristics of first year students who participate in different
types of first year seminars in the hopes of learning about what, if any, potential differences exist
between them. As college institutions manage budget constraints and expectations based on
performance from various constituents, there is even more incentive to carefully select what type
of first-year seminar course might best maximize resources and positive outcomes. This study
has the potential to provide useful information for scholars and practitioners as they consider
types of FYS courses that might be offered to students at their institutions. The next chapter
explores the literature and research on first-year seminars and other variables of interest in this
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study. First, the theories and models informing the conceptual framework are discussed. The next
section addresses different aspects of the characteristics that students bring to their college
experience, including expectations, high school academic performance, and demographic
characteristics. The chapter also addresses the engagement of students in the college
environment, with specific focus on interactions with faculty and participation in first-year
seminar courses. Additionally, an overview of the existing literature on the relationships between
pre-college characteristics, expectations, and enrollment in FYS courses is provided. The
existing studies comparing different types of FYS courses are summarized. Finally, issues related
to college students changing majors are discussed.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter provides an overview of the literature relevant to this study. The chapter
begins with a conceptual framework, derived from Astin’s (1993) I-E-O model and Milsom and
Coughlin’s (2015) model of College Major Satisfaction. Literature related to students’
experiences prior to college, including high school academic history, demographic factors, and
student expectations about college is discussed. The process of choosing a major is described as
well as what factors scholars believe relate to making decisions about a college major. Literature
about first-year seminar courses and the results from studies that compare different types of first
year seminars is examined closely. The chapter concludes with some of the outcomes associated
with first-year seminars and their implications for the present study.
Conceptual Framework
The concepts of student integration, involvement, and engagement are commonly used to
examine college student experiences and measure student success (see Trowler, 2010). While
there are many theories and models that represent student success in college, Astin’s model was
chosen as the framework for this study due to its simplicity. Astin’s I-E-O model provided a
framework for this study by illustrating how students’ characteristics as well as their experiences
in college shape who they are and what they do as they progress through and ultimately exit
college (Mayhew et al., 2016). In Astin’s model, the outcome of a college experience (outputs) is
a result of the interactions between the variety of characteristics and qualities that students
possess as they enter college (inputs) and the various experiences that they have within the
college context (environment) (Astin, 1993; Cole et al., 2009; Kim, 2001; Mayhew et al., 2016;
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Shouping & Kuh, 2003; Strayhorn, 2009). This interaction of input-environment-output is
depicted in Figure 1. Astin’s I-E-O model serves as the conceptual framework for this study by
providing a structure for examining the relationships between certain student characteristics,
specific educational experiences, and the results of attending college. Astin’s model guides the
selection of specific variables related to student characteristics (i.e. input) in order to compare the
participants in two different types of first-year seminars. The I-E-O model also helps to
conceptualize student expectations as part of the input or pre-college characteristics of students
(Cole et al., 2009; Strayhorn, 2009). The environmental element encompasses the variety of
academic activities, social activities, classroom experiences, and interactions with peers and
faculty that might be expected to take place as students participate in FYS courses (Cole et al.,
2009). The output element of the I-E-O model is commonly conceptualized as the results or
consequences of the college experience. Examples of output include grade point average, exam
scores, degree completion, enrollment in graduate or professional school, practical skills or
competencies, career choices, realistic self-appraisal, or personal and educational goals
(Strayhorn, 2009; University of Texas at Arlington, 2017). Each of the components of Astin’s
model (input, environment, output) are discussed in their own sections in the remainder of this
chapter.
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Figure 1
Astin’s Input-Environment-Output model

Note. Electronic image created by author.
Major Satisfaction Model
Milsom and Coughlin (2015) developed a model of College Major Satisfaction that maps
out how distinct experiences within the college environment relate to college students'
satisfaction with their academic major. The College Major Satisfaction model was developed
using a grounded theory approach. Milsom and Coughlin (2015) used purposeful sampling to
identify 10 undergraduate student participants from a large research university in the
southeastern United States. The participants were traditional age college students with declared
college majors who had experiences either choosing or changing their major. The data were
collected using semi-structured interviews. The discussion in the interviews focused on three
questions: a) Talk about how you chose your major; b) Talk about your experience in your
major; and c) Tell me about your decision to either stay in your major or change your major
(Milsom & Coughlin, 2015). Participants had the opportunity to review transcripts of the
interviews, and member checking was used to discuss the model with the participants (Milsom &
Coughlin, 2015). Milsom and Coughlin (2015) utilized data from the interviews to identify
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stages and factors related to college major satisfaction. The College Major Satisfaction model
was developed from the participants’ descriptions of both their experiences choosing an initial
college major and their experiences during college.
Milsom and Coughlin (2015) operationalized the opportunities that college students had
to gain self-awareness and career-awareness by classifying specific experiences within the
college environment. These experiences were: interactions with faculty; interactions with peers;
interactions with advisors; interactions with people working in careers of interest; experiences in
classes; work; internships; and class performance (Milsom and Coughlin, 2015). The model is
depicted in Figure 2 on page 32. Through these interactions and any subsequent personal
reflections, students may integrate information gathered about themselves and occupations to
gauge their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their academic major.
Several researchers examining major choice among college students have made use of
Milsom and Coughlin’s (2015) model. For example, Rattay (2019) utilized Milsom and
Coughlin’s (2015) model to examine the experiences of Latina/o college students who were
undecided about their college major and in the process of changing majors. Rattay (2019)
reported results consistent with the model, concluding that students who felt a lack of selfawareness also felt limited in their ability to make major and career decisions. Similarly, Bacio
(2017) utilized the College Major Satisfaction model to describe how students’ dissatisfaction
with their academic major may serve as an indicator of the sophomore slump. Bacio’s (2017)
study affirmed that students’ satisfaction with their major was affected by the connections
students established with faculty. Rey (2020) found that advisors used aspects of the College
Major Satisfaction model in their academic advising work. Advisors affirmed that “opportunities
to explore, interact with others, and spend time within their major” were beneficial for students
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making decisions about majors and future careers (Rey, 2020, p. 92). Milsom and Coughlin’s
(2015) model suggests it would be relevant to look at specific experiences within the college
environment while investigating patterns of major change among college students. The model
also suggests that both students’ characteristics and their expectations contribute to their selfawareness and, ultimately, to their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their academic major.
Figure 2
The College Major Satisfaction Model.
OPPORTUNITIES

Interact with instructors
Talk with advisors
Class content
Internships

Interact with peers
Talk with workers
Class performance
Work experiences

SELF-AWARENESS

CAREER AWARENESS

REFLECTION

SATISFACTION

DISSATISFACTION

Note. Electronic image created by author. Adapted from “Satisfaction with college major: A
grounded theory study,” by A. Milsom, & J. Coughlin, 2015, NACADA Journal, 35(2), p. 8.
Incorporating the Models
The I-E-O model and College Major Satisfaction model provided structure for the
literature review as well as informed the research questions for this study. Astin’s (1993) I-E-O
model suggested a variety of student characteristics (i.e., input characteristics) that may affect
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college students. Among the many pre-college characteristics that have been studied in
relationship to college students, some of the most salient factors include high school grades,
standardized test scores, gender, race/ethnicity, and college major (Astin & Oseguera, 2012; Kuh
et al., 2007). These factors were utilized in this study. Astin’s (1993) I-E-O model provided a
general structure for relationships between student characteristics, their experiences in college,
and the results or consequences of attending college. Milsom and Coughlin’s (2015) College
Major Satisfaction model provided more specific ideas for how to conceptualize input (I),
environment (E), and output (O), and guided the researcher in deciding what belongs within each
of the I-E-O categories. For example, the College Major Satisfaction model (Milsom &
Coughlin, 2015) provided a structure for framing the college environment through a specific list
of opportunities (i.e., experiences like interactions with faculty) that have been shown to
influence the decision to persist in a major or change a college major. Milsom and Coughlin
(2015) recommended that students explore and process their experiences in college with their
instructors to make decisions about their college majors. This stimulated questions like, “What, if
any, relationship might exist between students’ expectations about interactions with faculty
members and the type of FYS course that they enrolled in?” The next section uses the literature
to narrow the input characteristics introduced by Astin (1993) and college opportunities
discussed by Milsom and Coughlin (2015) to focus on potential areas of comparison between
students between who have taken two different types of first-year seminars.
Input
Students begin college with a variety of backgrounds, characteristics, previous
experiences, and influences that shape their ideas about what college will be like. In the I-E-O
model, some aspects of the input factor are stable qualities/characteristics (i.e., gender, race, age)
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that exert a continuous influence on students (Cole et al., 2009). Other input factors are more
situational and may change across time and contexts (e.g., college expectations, academic
motivation, and aspirations) (Cole et al., 2009). Since expectations are affected by perceptions
and behaviors, expectations serve as an interesting link between student inputs and the college
environment (Cole et al., 2009; Konings et al., 2008). The sections that follow provide more
information about the variables used within this study as the input aspects of the I-E-O model.
Student Characteristics
Using Astin’s (1993) I-E-O model to frame this study compelled the researcher to
examine students’ characteristics and expectations prior to the start of college, and, specifically,
how these characteristics related to the outcomes under investigation (namely, type of first year
seminar courses). The next section includes a review of the student characteristics, or input
variables, included in the study.
High School Grades. High school grades represent students’ cumulative academic
performance over a specific period within certain categories of subjects (Geiser & Santelices,
2007). High school grade point average represents not only students’ intellectual ability but also
represents qualities (such as motivation, discipline, and perseverance) that are important to
academic achievement and persistence in college (Geiser & Santelices, 2007). For many years,
researchers have argued that high school grades serve as strong predictors of subsequent
academic success in college (Astin et al., 1996; Camara & Echternacht, 2000; Cole & Kinzie,
2007; Galla et al., 2019; Geiser & Santelices, 2007; Kuh et al., 2007; Kurlaender & Cohen, 2019;
Pike & Saupe, 2002; Spight, 2020). High school grade point average (HS GPA) tends to be the
strongest predictor of college completion (Astin & Oseguera, 2012; Galla et al., 2019; Geiser &
Santelices, 2007; Kurlaender & Cohen, 2019; Zwick & Sklar, 2005), and high school grades are
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significantly related to first-year college grade point averages (Pike & Saupe, 2002). High school
grades have also been found to be predictive of students’ likelihood of changing majors (Sklar,
2018). Students with higher high school GPAs and higher college GPAs are less likely to change
majors than students with lower high school GPAs and higher college GPAs (Sklar, 2018). Galla
et al. (2019) concluded that high school grades demonstrate students’ self-regulation, and
therefore high school grades are related to students’ abilities to persist and overcome challenges
in college. Certainly, there is sufficient evidence that high school grades are important factors to
include when examining students’ college experiences and outcomes.
Standardized Test Scores. Colleges in the U.S. used standardized admissions tests such
as the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) and the American College Test (ACT) as part of their
admissions criterion for decades (Zwick, 2019). The current version of the SAT includes two
section scores for math and critical reading, with a composite score that is the total of both
sections (Zwick, 2019). The ACT consists of four sections (English, math, reading, science) with
scores for each section as well as a composite score (Zwick, 2019). The content of standardized
tests has shifted in recent years to focus on what students learn in high school rather than
assessing aptitude (Cloud, 2006; Epstein, 2009; Zwick, 2019). Standardized test scores are used
by most of the selective colleges and universities in America because they provide a mechanism
for measuring students’ academic abilities in a consistent way, and because of the inclusion of
SAT scores in college ranking systems, such as the ones published by U.S. News and World
Report (Epstein, 2009).
Numerous researchers have reported on the relationship between standardized admissions
test (SAT or ACT) scores and success in college (Astin & Oseguera, 2012; Astin et al., 1996;
Bridgeman et al., 2004; Camara & Echternacht, 2000; Geiser & Santelices, 2007; Spight, 2002;
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Zwick, 2019). Standardized test scores are also pertinent to students’ choice of college major.
Students with higher SAT math scores tend to major in quantitative fields (mathematics,
economics, geography, music, computer science), while students with higher SAT verbal scores
tend to major in the humanities (English, classics, philosophy) (Rask & Bailey, 2002; Sackett &
Kuncel, 2018; Turner & Bowen, 1999).
However, the use of standardized admissions tests is a topic of debate and controversy in
both research and in practice (Diver, 2006; Epstein, 2009; Fonash, 2020; National Association
for College Admission Counseling (NACAC), 2008; NACAC, 2020; Sackett & Kuncel, 2018;
Zwick, 2019). More institutions are making standardized tests optional for admissions (Epstein,
2009; Fonash, 2020). Even the National Association for College Admissions Counseling
(NACAC) urged colleges and universities to re-evaluate their policies on using standardized tests
in admissions decision making (NACAC, 2020). This view is supported by literature that
demonstrates that standardized admissions test scores are not as strong of a predictor of college
success when compared to other measures like high school GPA (Galla et al., 2019; Kurlaender
& Cohen, 2019). There are also persistent questions about the use of standardized test scores and
performance across different ethnic and racial groups (Fleming & Garcia, 1998; Hoffman &
Lowitzki, 2005; NACAC, 2020), though some researchers have affirmed standardized test scores
are a positive predictor of degree completion for White, Black, Hispanic, and Asian American
students (Oseguera, 2006; Zwick & Sklar, 2005). The differences in performance on
standardized tests across ethnic and socioeconomic groups, as well as differences among men
and women (Sackett & Kuncel, 2018), has led scholars and practitioners to continue to question
the use of standardized tests scores in college admissions and examine the relationship between
SAT or ACT scores and college success (NACAC, 2008; Zwick, 2019). Others argue that studies
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with large scale samples and meta-analytic syntheses of research on standardized tests provide
evidence to dispute concerns related to issues of access, equity, test bias, under or over
predictability, and limited usefulness (Sackett & Kuncel, 2018). Despite the controversies,
standardized tests are still used for admissions decisions and in the policies of colleges and
universities.
Gender. The differences in male and female students have been studied for decades
(DiPrete & Buchmann, 2013). The differences between what men and women learn and
experience in K-12 education, as well as how they are socialized from a young age have been
found to influence their subsequent educational experiences during college (Hyde & Lindberg,
2014; Kinzie et al., 2007; Weaver-Hightower, 2010). Women tend to outperform men on factors
important to college success, including literacy skills and high school grades, while male
students perform better on standardized tests and on math assessments (Burkam et al., 1997;
Hyde & Lindberg, 2014; Klein et al., 1994; Kuh et al., 2007; Weaver-Hightower, 2010). In
Hyde’s (2005) review of over 40 meta-analyses on gender differences, she concluded that the
extent of gender differences depends on both age and context; however, there is strong support
for gender similarities on most psychological variables. Hyde and Lindberg (2014) presented
multiple studies in their meta-analysis that demonstrated either no gender differences or small
gender differences between men and women in mathematical performance, vocabulary, reading
comprehension, or essay writing. This led to them to conclude that gender differences in
education may not be direct result of differences in ability between men and women. Instead,
gender differences may be attributable to psychosocial factors such as culture, expectations,
values, and socialization (Hyde & Lindberg, 2014).
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Despite evidence of comparable abilities between men and women, the gender gaps in
achievement and college completion remain of interest to many scholars (DiPrete & Buchmann,
2013). Since the 1970s, the number of women in the United States attending college and
completing college degrees has been increasing (DiPrete & Buchmann, 2013; Mortenson, 2003;
Weaver-Hightower, 2010). From 1969 to 2000, the number of women enrolled as undergraduate
students in postsecondary institutions increased by 157% (Mortenson, 2003). While men’s
college completion rates have slowed in recent years, women’s degree attainment has continued
to rise (DiPrete & Buchmann, 2013). Female students earned 57% of all bachelor’s degrees in
2016–17 (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). From 2007 to 2017, even though male
enrollment increased at a higher rate (10%) when compared to women (7%), the majority of
students in the U.S. were women (57%) (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). In 2019, the
number of college-educated women in the U.S. workforce surpassed the number of collegeeducation men for the first time (Marcus, 2019). In recent years, attention has shifted to studying
male college students (Ewert, 2010; Ewert, 2012; King, 2000; Mortenson, 2003; Mortenson,
2008). The disparity between male and female college enrollment has prompted researchers,
educators, and policymakers to continue to examine the quality of educational experiences for
both men and women (Ewert, 2012; Kinzie et al., 2007).
In addition to evidence on gaps in enrollment and degree attainment between men and
women (Astin & Oseguera, 2012; Leppel, 2002), there is also evidence of differences in
expectations and engagement between men and women. In their study on gender and student
engagement in college, Kinzie et al. (2007) found that “male students are systematically less
engaged than their female counterparts” when it comes to educationally purposeful activities
such as the amount of time preparing for class or rewriting papers (p. 19). The differences in
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student engagement identified by Kinzie et al. (2007) provided some evidence that men “do not
put as much into or by their own report get as much out of their studies as do women” (p. 22).
Utilizing the Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE), Cole and Kinzie
(2007) reported some differences in expectations between male and female students. Female
students reported higher high school grades, academic engagement, and time spent preparing for
class. Female students also reported higher expectations around campus engagement and
academic persistence (Cole & Kinzie, 2007). Gender, therefore, appears to have some
relationship to students’ expectations for their college experience and some relationship to how
students engage with the college environment.
Differences between men and women in their choice of college major have also been
studied for many years. Polachek (1978) conducted one of the early studies on gender and major.
He found that sex was a significant factor in major selection for all fields of study except social
sciences and fine arts. Many years later, Dickson (2010) found that gender differences in major
choice were larger than differences between racial and ethnic groups. Several studies have shown
that men are more likely than women to earn degrees in the fields of science, mathematics,
engineering, economics, and business (see Turner & Bowen, 1999; Gemici & Wiswall, 2014;
Staniec, 2004). In 2011, data from the National Center for Education Statistics showed that
women earned 57% of all bachelor’s degree. The degrees earned by women in 2011 included
59% of bachelor’s degrees in biological sciences, 30% of bachelor’s degrees in physical
sciences, 49% of bachelor’s degrees in business, 40% of bachelor’s degrees in economics, 17%
of bachelor’s degrees in engineering, and 18% of bachelor’s degrees in computer science (U.S.
Dept. of Education, 2012). In 2018, women again earned 57% of all bachelor’s degrees,
including 62% of bachelor’s degrees in biological sciences, 49% of bachelor’s degrees in
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physical sciences, 47% of bachelor’s degrees in business, 30% of bachelor’s degrees in
economics, 21% of bachelor’s degrees in engineering, and 19% of bachelor’s degrees in
computer science (U.S. Dept. of Education, 2019b). Some of the differences in men’s and
women’s choice of major may be due to self-efficacy beliefs. In their meta-analysis of studies on
gender differences, Hyde and Lindberg (2014) reported there is a widely held belief that men
outperform women on mathematical problem solving, which is an essential skill in fields such as
engineering and the sciences. This type of belief is likely to influence both men and women as
they select their college majors. Choosing a major is a complex decision, and it is apparent that
there are differences between men and women in terms of their choice of major and their
expectations for success in certain fields (Eccles, 1994; Hyde & Lindberg, 2014).
Race/Ethnicity. The demographics of who goes to college continues to evolve in the
United States (Mayhew et al., 2016). From 2014 to 2016, there were increases in the national
undergraduate student populations across the student groups who identify as Black (+0.8%),
Hispanic (+1.7%), Asian/Pacific Islander (+0.3%), and two or more races (+0.2%). The number
of White students decreased (-1.5%) over this same period (U.S. Department of Education,
2019a). Over the decade from 2006 to 2017, the number of bachelor’s degrees awarded increased
across most ethnic groups. White students increased 9%, Black students increased 34%, Hispanic
students increased 119%, and Asian/Pacific Islander students increased 37%. The number of
bachelor’s degrees awarded to American Indian/Alaska Native students decreased 16% during
this ten-year period (U.S. Department of Education, 2019a). According to the National Center
for Education Statistics (NCES), White students earned the highest proportion of degrees (64%)
nationwide in 2016-2017 (National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2019). Black
students earned 11% of all bachelor’s degrees, Hispanic students earned 14%, Asian/Pacific
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Islander students earned 8%, American Indian/Alaska Native students earned less than 1%, and
students who identify as two or more races earned 4% (U.S. Department of Education, 2019a).
The median number of months from first enrollment to bachelor’s degree completion among
2015–16 first-time in college students within each demographic were: 52 months for White
students, 64 months for black students, 58 months for Hispanic students, 48 months for Asian
students, and 57 months for those who identify as two or more races (U.S. Department of
Education, 2019a). These data demonstrates that retention and degree completion remain
concerns for nearly all groups of students, particularly those who identify as Black or Hispanic
(King, 2000).
In their analysis of student persistence beyond the first year, Nora and Crisp (2012) found
that African American and Hispanic students were more likely to withdraw from college during
their second year than their White or Asian American counterparts. According to Merolla (2018),
recent research suggested that both Black and Hispanic students are less likely to complete
college degrees than White students, even when socioeconomic background and academic
variables are controlled. Shapiro et al.’s (2017) findings supported this conclusion as well, with
their results showing a 24% point gap in the completion rates of Black and White students and a
16% point gap between Hispanic and White students. Keels (2013) found that Black and Latino
students trailed behind White and Asian students in their 6-year graduation rates, and that the covariates of family background, high school peer groups, high school GPA, and AP courses
provided advantages to White and Asian students. The attainment gaps may be exacerbated by
minority college students having more family responsibilities, fewer financial resources, and
inadequate transportation when compared to their White classmates (Turley & Wodtke, 2010).
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Differences in degree attainment between White students and students of color suggest the
importance of including the variables of race and ethnicity in studies related to college students.
The relationship between race and college major is of interest to numerous researchers
(see Dickson, 2010; Ma, 2009; Rainey et al., 2018; Staniec, 2004). Dickson’s (2010) study on
race and gender in college major choice highlighted how changes in major are more likely to be
related to college preparation than race or ethnicity. Comparing students’ initial college major,
SAT score, and high school rank, Dickson (2010) found that differences in gender were much
larger than differences across racial and ethnic groups. Overall, Dickson (2010) found that Black
and Hispanic students were very similar to White students in their patterns of choosing and
changing college majors. Ma (2009) also found that differences in major choice between genders
and racial groups were reduced by accounting for pre-college outcomes (achievement, attitude,
course history). According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in 2016-17 and 201718 the largest number of bachelor’s degrees awarded for all racial and ethnic groups were in
business majors (U.S. Department of Education, 2019c). For several years, the second most
popular major for all racial and ethnic groups has been Health professions and related fields (de
Brey et al., 2019; U.S. Department of Education, 2019c). While researchers continue to examine
the relationships between race/ethnicity and field of study, the most popular majors seem to be
consistent across all racial and ethnic groups.
The STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) fields still show some disparities
when comparing degree attainment for students of different races. For example, in 2015-16,
Asian students earned the highest proportion of STEM degrees (33%), followed by students with
two or more races (20%), White students (18%), Hispanic students (15%), American
Indian/Alaska Native (14%), and Black students (12%) (de Brey et al., 2019). Rainey et al.
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(2018) argued that one reason that students of color are underrepresented in STEM fields is due
to their sense of belonging, which is influenced by interpersonal relationships, perceived
competence, personal interest, and science identity. Students in underrepresented groups may
feel less of a sense of belonging within STEM majors. This could be attributed to structural and
cultural features of the university environment as well as curricula and pedagogy within the
STEM fields (Rainey et al., 2018). Ma’s (2009) study noted similar disparities when it comes to
race/ethnicity and STEM fields. Ma (2009) identified “leaks” in the so-called science and
engineering major “pipeline,” as minority students are initially over-represented in their initial
choice of major in science or engineering but under-represented in ultimately earning a degree in
science or engineering (p. 118). Ma’s (2009) results aligned with other researchers’ findings that
students of color disproportionately change majors or drop out of college (Garcia, 2001; Keels,
2013; Shapiro et al., 2017). While certain majors remain popular for all students, there are some
disparities between ethnic/racial groups within specific fields of study.
Expectations
The variety of characteristics and qualities that students possess as they enter college
includes their expectations for the college experience. In the I-E-O model, expectations can be
considered as part of the input that students bring with them into the college environment (Cole
et al., 2009). Student expectations refer to the anticipations, hopes, dreams, and the even
idealized fantasies that students have about every aspect of college life (Howard, 2005). Student
expectations are powerful because they influence students’ own perspectives and evaluations of a
new situation (such as college), and expectations can also influence students’ behaviors within
the college environment (Howard, 2005; Kuh, Gonyea, & Williams, 2005). Learning about
students’ expectations can help to guide higher education professionals as they develop the

43

college learning environment and the various activities or opportunities available within this
environment (Howard, 2005). By better understanding what students expect at the outset of
college, leaders at universities can preemptively and strategically intervene in students’ academic
and social experiences to promote student success.
Student satisfaction with college is related to the degree of alignment between students’
expectations for college and their experience in college (Braxton et al., 1995). In some cases,
university leaders can utilize information about students’ expectations to design the college
experience. Understanding students’ expectations about college, including what they expect from
themselves and from their college experience, is beneficial to institutions of higher education, as
they can use this information to shape their programs and policies in a manner that address
students’ needs (Kuh et al., 2007). Student expectations also exert specific influences on
students' future behaviors. Consider this example from Kuh et al. (2007): if a student does not
expect to do research with a faculty member, it is likely that an opportunity to pursue this type of
activity may be overlooked. Since expectations about the college experience have a powerful
influence on feelings of satisfaction and future behaviors, it is valuable to investigate
relationships between what students expect about and what they experience in college (Kuh et
al., 2007). This study examined the expectations students have about their college experience at
the beginning of their college experience. Specifically, it investigated the relationship between
students’ expectations about college and the type of first-year seminar course that they later
enroll in.
Measuring Expectations. A variety of instruments can be used to gather information
about expectations (Cole et al., 2009). The Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement
(BCSSE) is one tool available to gather information about new college students’ expectations.
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The BCSSE is a survey administered to first-year students prior to enrollment in their first fall
semester (BCSSE, 2019). The questionnaire gathers self-reported data about students’ high
school academic experiences and their expectations about participating in certain educational
activities for the upcoming academic year (BCSSE, 2019; Cole & Dong, 2014). The BCSSE
results were used in this study and are discussed further in Chapter 3.
Expectations and Major Choice. Expectations and self-efficacy have been studied in
relationship to people’s choices and behavior for decades (Atkinson, 1964; Bandura, 1977). For
example, Eccles’ (1994) expectancy-value model represented how motivational factors influence
educational and vocational decisions. Eccles (1994) argued that choices related to one’s
education and career are influenced by the interactions between personal experiences, cultural
norms, socialization, peers, expectations, self-efficacy, personal goals, identity, gender, and
opportunity cost. Students’ expectations about themselves and the college experience are likely
to play a role in their choice of college major. For example, Jiang et al. (2020) found that the
beliefs students held as early as ninth grade were related to their choice of college major years
later. Similarly, Rask and Bailey (2002) reported precollege and college socialization (among
other factors) play a role in students’ selection of a college major. The initial major that students
select is likely to be closely related to their pre-college experiences and changing majors after
enrollment is more likely to be influenced by their experiences in college (Ma, 2009). One
potential reason for changing majors is the development of new major and/or career interests
during college (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Graunke & Woosley, 2005; Venit, 2016). At the
beginning of college, students may also have unrealistic expectations or goals, they may lack
information about academic requirements or occupations, they may experience a change in
personal interests, or they may not qualify for certain majors based on required courses (Gordon
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& Steele, 1992). By the time they begin their second year of college, many students deal with
issues related to major satisfaction (Gardner, 2000). Since major and career decision making is
influenced by a variety of factors, utilizing a model of college major satisfaction allowed the
researcher to focus this inquiry on a few specific factors that are likely to be strong influences on
students’ decisions to either change or not change their college major early in their college
career.
Environment
The college environment (broadly defined) is a powerful influence on students’
expectations about college (Moneta & Kuh, 2005). According to Strange and Banning (2001),
the college environment includes physical, social, institutional, and ecological/climate elements.
The environment can be grouped into specific settings, such as student living, student activities
and services, and academic programs (Banning, 1979). Each of the environmental elements has
the potential to influence students’ behaviors and choices. This study focused on student
engagement and academic programs, and more specifically, the only element of the environment
in this study was the type of first-year seminar.
Defining Student Engagement
The concepts of student integration, involvement, and engagement are frequently used to
examine student experiences within the college environment (Bahr et al., 2013). The basic
premise of student engagement is that the more students participate in educational activities, the
greater benefit they will achieve both within and after college (Astin, 1984; Kuh, 2007; Kuh,
2009). Kuh et al. (2006) characterized student engagement in two parts: (1) the effort and time
that students spend participating in learning activities and (2) the manner in which institutions of
higher education organize their resources and practices (including curriculum, student services,
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and other learning opportunities) to facilitate outcomes including persistence and graduation.
Student engagement occurs as a result of the interactions of students’ behaviors and the
institutional opportunities and conditions (Kuh et al., 2006). Some examples of student
engagement activities that are correlated with student success include student-faculty
interactions, peer interactions, experiences with diversity, participation in co-curricular activities,
and sense of belonging (Kuh, 2007). Studying student success has led scholars to identify
specific educational practices that encourage student engagement and deeper learning (Kuh,
2007; Kuh, 2008). Research indicates that participation in these types of high-impact practices is
related to increased rates of student engagement: first-year seminars and experiences, common
intellectual experiences, learning communities, writing-intensive courses, collaborative
assignments and projects, undergraduate research, diversity/global learning, e-portfolios, service
learning, internships, and capstone courses/projects (Kuh, 2008). The benefits associated with
these educational experiences include deep, integrative learning; enhanced engagement in the
institution and the learning process; and higher persistence and graduation rates (Kuh & Kinzie,
2018). The specific teaching and learning strategies that are considered high impact practices
have been shown to be widely beneficial to diverse groups of college students (Kuh et al., 2006;
Kuh, 2008; Young & Hopp, 2014).
Engagement through Interactions with Faculty. It is widely acknowledged that
students’ interactions with faculty have important implications for student success and exert a
significant influence on students’ development (Astin, 1993; Kim & Sax, 2009; Kuh et al., 2007;
Kuh, Kinzie, et al., 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1993). Student-faculty
interactions can be formal or informal and occur both inside and outside of the classroom (Wang
et al., 2015). Interactions with faculty may range from academic advising to feedback on student
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work to supervising student research (Kuh, Kinzie, et al., 2005; Wang et al., 2015). These types
of interactions with faculty have been found to affect student learning, satisfaction, and academic
performance (Graunke & Woosley, 2005; Kuh, 2002; Laird & Cruce, 2009; Lamport, 1993;
Tinto, 1993; Westerman et al., 2002). Student-faculty interactions have the potential to broadly
influence students’ intellectual development, personal development, and satisfaction with their
academic program, persistence, and career decision-making (Adams et al., 1994; Cebula &
Lopes, 1982; Endo & Harped, 1982; Mauldin et al., 2000; Milsom & Coughlin, 2015;
Westerman et al., 2002). For example, Rask and Bailey (2002) argued the race and gender of
faculty has the potential for a role-model type influence on students’ choice of major across all
disciplines. Carrell et al. (2010) found that being taught by female faculty had a strong effect on
female students’ performance in math and science class, the likelihood of them taking future
classes in STEM, and the likelihood of them graduating with a STEM degree. Student-faculty
contact is an important factor to consider when examining student engagement and outcomes
including persistence and graduation.
Students enter college with certain expectations for their interactions with faculty
members (Kuh et al., 2006). Many students come to college with expectations about their
academic engagement (i.e., how many hours per week they will spending studying) that are
drastically different from the expectations that the faculty hold (Schilling & Schilling, 1999).
Previous reports of the results of the Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE)
and National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) demonstrated that most incoming college
students overestimate the time they will spend with faculty outside of the classroom and
overestimate the frequency with which they will interact with faculty to discuss their academic
performance (Kuh et al., 2006). According to a recent Faculty Survey of Student Engagement
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(FSSE) (2019), 68% of faculty reported that they frequently talked with undergraduates about
their career plans, and 59% of faculty reported that they discussed course topics, ideas, or
concepts with students outside of class (National Survey, 2020). From 2004 to 2019, the
percentages of first-year students who reported discussing career plans, discussing course topics
outside of class, and participating in other activities with faculty increased by more than 10
percentage points (National Survey, 2020). Since classroom experiences vary widely across
institutions (and even across departments at the same college), it is hard to generalize about why
there are discrepancies between students’ expectations for faculty interactions and their
experience once enrolled in their classes. However, it is clear that students are more likely to
persist to graduation when their experiences and expectations align (Braxton, et al., 1995). Bacio
(2017) reported that students expect to make connections specifically with faculty in their major
field of study more so than with the faculty teaching their general education courses. This
provides a good rationale for comparing the expectations that students have for faculty
interactions between students who take two different types of first-year seminars, particularly
when the discipline-specific sections are taught by instructors associated with a specific major or
academic department.
Engagement in First Year Seminars. While expectations for engagement (specifically,
interactions with faculty) was one of the inputs aspects in this study, the only student
engagement factor examined as part of the environment aspects in this study was first-year
seminar courses. First-year seminars are frequently referenced in the student engagement
literature as a high-impact practice (Brownell & Swaner, 2009; Edwards, 2018; Kuh et al., 2006;
Young & Hopp, 2014). The high-impact practice characterization of first-year seminars is a
result of the evidence that FYS courses generate positive impacts on student success through a
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range of outcomes (Brownell & Swaner, 2009; Kuh, 2008; Kuh et al., 2006; Young & Hopp,
2014). For example, Brownell and Swaner (2009) asserted that FYS “have a nearly universal
positive impact on student persistence and positively affect student graduation rates and
grades...They lead to more peer and faculty interaction, higher levels of student engagement in
and outside of the classroom, and smoother transitions to college” (para. 4). For this study, FYS
courses represented the college environment (from Astin’s I-E-O model), and FYS courses were
used to examine students’ academic and social experiences as they related to the specific
outcome of major change.
Overview of First-Year Seminars
First-year seminar courses are a popular trend in higher education to support student
success (Keup & Petschauer, 2011). While first-year seminar type courses have existed within
American higher education since the 1800s, in the 1970s university faculty and leaders
demonstrated renewed interest in supporting students during their transition to college through
structured student success seminar courses (Barefoot & Gardner, 1993; Keup & Petschauer,
2011). By the 1990s, first-year seminar courses emerged as a widespread strategy for equipping
students for the academic and social transition to college (Hunter & Murray, 2007). Since then,
first-year seminars have become increasingly popular across the landscape of American higher
education. One can find at least one (if not more than one) of the five most common types of
first-year seminars at community colleges, liberal arts colleges, and universities across the
country (Tobolowsky & Associates, 2008).
A first-year seminar (FYS) course is a class designed to assist students in their academic
and social development and their transition to college (Barefoot, 1992; Hunter and Linder, 2005;
Mayhew et al., 2016; Roufs, 2007). These goals are achieved by utilizing a curriculum that

50

includes skills for college success and creating relationships among peers (Barefoot, 1992). Firstyear seminar courses typically award academic credit and may be taught by either faculty or
student affairs professionals (Hunter & Linder, 2005). Most institutions offer first-year seminar
courses as semester long courses with small enrollments (less than 25 students) (Keup &
Petschauer, 2011). First-year seminars are often linked to different campus practices, including
residential living-learning communities, service-learning, and common reading experience
programs (Young & Hopp, 2014). A unifying element of diverse first-year course offerings
across different institutions is the emphasis on student success through successful academic and
social integration in the college environment (Keup & Petschauer, 2011).
The National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition,
established at the University of South Carolina in 1986, is a significant resource of scholarship
and research on FYS courses (National Resource Center, 2019a). Every three years, the National
Resource Center conducts a survey of first-year seminars to gather information about first-year
seminars in American higher education (Young & Hopp, 2014). In 2017, the center broadened
the national survey to include more about the first-year experience, debuting a new survey
entitled the National Survey on The First-Year Experience (NSFYS) (National Resource Center,
2019b; Young, 2018b). Recent results from the surveys indicated that 9 out of 10 campuses offer
some type of first-year seminar (Barefoot et al., 2012; Young & Hopp, 2014, as cited by Keup &
Young, 2018).
Enrollment in First-Year Seminars. Enrollment in FYS courses is often regulated to
limit registration in the courses to first time in college students (e.g., UNC Chapel Hill, 2022).
Restrictions may be imposed on classes to limit enrollment to specific populations or only allow
registration when certain criteria are met, such as specific college or major, completion of
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required pre-requisite courses, or class standing (e.g., freshman, sophomore, etc.) (Muma
College of Business, 2022). New first time in college (FTIC) students’ registrations for academic
courses, including FYS courses, are typically completed one of two ways: 1) by the academic
advisor in advance or 2) by the student after consultation with their academic advisor. Advance
registration is one strategy for academic advisors to manage high academic advising caseloads
(Robbins, 2013). It is common for academic advisors to register FTIC students for courses in
advance to ensure students are enrolled in appropriate courses for their major (e.g., Department
of Criminology, 2022; CAS Academic Advising, 2022). During the new student orientation
programs held prior to the first term of enrollment, incoming FTIC students usually meet with
their academic advisors to review their class schedules and make any necessary adjustments to
their class schedules (e.g., Department of Criminology, 2022). Academic advisors are often the
instructors for certain FYS courses (Ellis & Rangel, 2018), and it is possible for advisors to
enroll the students they advise into the advisor’s own FYS course section. Students in majors or
programs that offer discipline-specific FYS courses are more likely to be pre-registered by an
academic advisor for a discipline-specific FYS course. In some cases, students may be required
to enroll in a FYS course based on their major plan of study (e.g., Advertising B.S. Plan of
Study, which requires SLS 2901 - Academic Foundations Seminar Semester 1 (Fall), view the
plan of study at https://catalog.usf.edu/preview_program.php?catoid=13&poid=4512). For
students whose major does not offer a discipline specific FYS course, advisors may recommend
enrollment in non-discipline specific FYS courses. Advisors may pre-register their students in
the non-discipline specific FYS courses, depending on the plan of study for the major, the
academic profile of the student, and the availability of classes. In summary, students may enroll
in FYS courses through the direct action of their academic advisor, by opting to self-enroll in an
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FYS course based on the advice given by an academic advisor, or by independently deciding to
take a FYS course.
Outcomes of First-Year Seminars. Institutional leaders and researchers nationwide
have examined the outcomes of first year seminar courses for several decades (see Mayhew, et
al., 2016). First-year seminars have been extensively reported on as a prominent intervention for
providing new college students with the skills to achieve success in college (Barefoot & Gardner,
1993; Barefoot et al., 1998; Greenfield et al., 2013; Hunter & Linder, 2005; Hunter & Murray,
2007; Keup & Petschauer, 2011; Keup & Young, 2018; Mayhew et al., 2016; Upcraft et al.,
2005; Young & Hopp, 2014). Many existing studies compared participants in first-year seminars
with non-participants (e.g., Edwards, 2018; Lang, 2007; Schnell et al., 2003). FYS courses have
been studied extensively in relationship retention (Cone, 1991; Davis, 1992; Edwards, 2018;
Fidler, 1991; Fidler & Moore 1996; Miller et al., 2007; Porter & Swing, 2006; Robbins et al.,
2005; Starke et al., 2001; Schnell & Doetkett, 2003; Shanley & Witten, 1990), graduation rates,
academic performance (Culver & Bowman, 2020; Edwards, 2018; Maisto & Tammi, 1991;
Permzadian & Crede, 2016), campus involvement, student engagement, and student learning
outcomes (Goodman & Pascarella, 2006; Keup & Petschauer, 2011; Porter & Swing, 2006).
Since there can be a range of differences in courses even at the same university, Swing and
Porter (2006) suggested that future studies could use multilevel models to examine students
within different courses at the same institution. Amongst the abundance of literature on first-year
seminars, few studies compare participants across different types of seminars within the same
institution. There are also few studies that look at the relationship between first-year seminar
participation and change of college major. The present study was positioned to contribute new
information to the literature on first-year seminars.

53

Typology of First-Year Seminars. The overall body of literature on first-year seminars
demonstrates that FYS courses contribute to students’ persistence, college GPA, college
satisfaction, interactions with faculty, and development of academic and interpersonal skills (see
summary of literature by Greenfield et al., 2013). In their review of over forty studies on this
topic, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) concluded that the positive outcomes of first-year seminar
courses on students’ successful transition to college, retention to the sophomore year, and
academic performance are “statistically significant” and “substantial” (p. 403). One area that is
somewhat limited in the research is the comparison between different types of first-year
seminars. The next section reviews the studies that compare different types of FYS courses in
more detail.
There is great variety in the types of courses available to new college students across
different colleges and universities (Keup & Young, 2018). There are variations, for example, in
the FYS course objectives, content, management, administration, pedagogy, instructional staff,
and targeted populations both within and across institutions (Keup & Young, 2018). Since firstyear seminars often vary between institutions, it is helpful to classify the courses based on their
specific characteristics. In the early 1990s, Barefoot (1992) proposed a typology of first-year
seminars to distinguish between different types of courses. Barefoot’s typology remains the most
commonly used classification system for first-year seminars (Young & Hopp, 2014; Young &
Skidmore, 2019). The five types are: 1) extended orientation, which emphasizes campus
resources and general transition topics; 2) uniform academic seminar, in which all courses are
the same and focus on a specific topic or theme with some academic skills included; 3) academic
seminar (varied), in which each course has a unique focus on special topics selected by faculty;
4) pre-professional or discipline-specific, which introduces students to certain majors or
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professions such as health sciences or education; 5) study skills, which focus on academic skills
including note-taking and time management and are sometimes remedial courses for
underprepared students (Barefoot, 1992, p. 31-32). Some of the main differences between the
different seminar types include the course objectives and the instructor type (i.e., from adjunct to
student affairs professional to tenure-track faculty) (Young & Hopp, 2014).
Comparing First-Year Seminar Types. While some researchers have suggested that the
effectiveness of FYS is moderated by the type of seminar or seminar characteristics (Ehlers,
2014; Friedman & Marsh, 2009; Holliday, 2014; Swing, 2002), it remains uncertain what, if any,
differences exist in the effectiveness and the outcomes of different types of seminars (Barton &
Donohue, 2009; Permzadian & Crede, 2016; Weissman & Magill, 2008). There is still much to
discover in terms of the impacts of different types of FYS course on student success. The section
that follows provides a more detailed discussion of several studies which offer some insights
about different types of FYS courses.
Swing (2002) was one of the first researchers to utilize Barefoot’s (1992) typology to
conduct a national study on FYS course. Swing used the First-First Year Initiative (FYI) survey
with over 30,000 participants to better understand the effectiveness of the types of seminar
course offerings. The survey asked students to rank the effectiveness of ten specific learning
outcomes. Swing (2002) compared student responses from college success courses, special
academic themed-courses, discipline-based theme courses, and study skills/remedial type
courses. The discipline-based seminars (courses that serve as an introduction to a major or
academic department) had the lowest effectiveness ratings, while the traditional college
transition theme seminars had the highest effectiveness ratings across the ten learning outcomes
(Swing, 2002). Swing (2002) concluded there was little difference in the perceived effectiveness
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of academically themed first year seminars and the study skills/remedial seminars. The courses
that focused on the transition to college and an academic theme appeared to be the most effective
in terms of student evaluation of learning outcomes (Swing 2002). The typologies established by
Barefoot (1992) and utilized by Swing (2002) have continued to be used by other researchers to
compare outcomes across different types of first-year seminars.
Building on the work done by Swing (2002), Young (2002) conducted a national study
using data from the National Survey of First-Year Seminars (896 participating institutions) and
the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) to determine if there is a
predictive relationship between FYS seminar type and first to second year retention. Using a
hierarchical linear regression model, Young (2002) found that FYS type was a significant
positive predictor of retention. Academic seminars with variable content had the largest effect
size, with a 6% higher retention rate as compared to the highly prevalent extended orientation
type of seminar. Academic seminars with uniform content were also a significant predictor of
first to second year retention, with a 2% higher retention rate compared to extended orientation
type of seminar. Young (2002) argued that academic themed FYS courses possess more
characteristics of high impact practices (HIP) and engaging pedagogies that impact retention.
Ryan and Glenn (2004) sought to compare two credit study skills FYS courses (also
referred to as learning strategies models) and three credit extended orientation FYS courses
(which they called academic socialization models) on the measure of first year retention at a
single institution. They found that one year retention rates were better for participants in the
study skills FYS course than the extended orientation FYS course and students who did not take
either course (no seminar group) (Ryan & Glenn, 2004). These differences remained when
controlling for gender, ethnicity, high school rank, and SAT score (Ryan & Glenn, 2004). Ryan
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and Glenn (2004) also examined the interaction of student’s SAT score (high or low), firstsemester college GPA (high or low), and FYS type on retention. There were no interactions
between student’s academic ability and the type of freshman seminar on the retention rates; the
study skills type courses had higher retention rates for students with both high and low college
GPAs (SAT score was not significant). Ryan and Glenn (2004) argued that their results provide
evidence of the importance of studying different FYS course; however, the results also raised
additional questions about the extent to which student characteristics mediate the outcomes of
FYS courses.
A few years later, Friedman and Marsh (2009) also conducted a single institution study
comparing types of FYS. They compared the effectiveness of two different types of FYS courses
(extended orientation and academic themed) using retention rates, first-year college grade point
averages, and student perceptions about the FYS course experience and outcomes (data from
First Year Initiative survey). Friedman and Marsh (2009) found no statistically significant
difference in the participants on retention and no statistically significant difference in the
participants on college GPA. They did report two out of ten factors on the student perceptions
instrument had significant differences based on the type of FYS course: out of class engagement
and knowledge of academic services (Friedman & Marsh, 2009). Friedman and Marsh (2009)
suggested that more research is needed to determine which specific aspects of FYS contribute to
outcomes such as retention and grades. They concluded that the college success/transition
themed FYS courses do a better job of helping students in their transition to college when
compared to more academically focused FYS courses at the same institution (Friedman &
Marsh, 2009). Similarly, Holliday (2014) also reported that extended orientation FYS course
exceeded the academic themed courses in terms of students’ perceptions about support for the
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transition to college. Both studies demonstrated the differing goals and curriculum between
extended orientation FYS courses and the academic themed FYS courses. Their results showed
that college students hold different perceptions about what they will learn in each type of FYS.
Recently, Boettler et al. (2020) conducted a study comparing four differently themed
FYS courses (Academic Skills, Community Engagement, Leadership, and Global). They
compared the participants in the four FYS courses based on pre-college data, academic
performance, and retention across the participants in each type of course. The courses in this
study shared four learning outcomes but were classified based on unique themes within the
curriculum (Boettler et al., 2020). Boettler et al. (2020) utilized student level data to control for
pre-college characteristics that have been found to significantly impact academic performance
and retention (high school GPA, ACT/SAT scores, race or ethnicity, and gender). In results
aligned with Freidman and Marsh’s (2009) findings, Boettler et al. (2020) found no significant
difference in college GPAs for the four FYS course themes/types and no significant difference in
student retention for the four themed FYS courses. Since pre-college characteristics appear to
have a stronger relationship to academic performance and retention than type of first-year
seminar, future studies might look more closely at the student characteristics of FYS course
participants. Rather than focusing on the outcomes of the course (like retention rates), future
studies could seek to determine what differences exist in the profiles of students who enroll in
different types of FYS courses. For example, Weissman and Magill (2008) found that the
outcomes of FYS courses were related to the type of FYS seminar, type of student, and the
relative fit between the course and the student type. They reported that students with lower levels
of academic preparation and motivation had better outcomes in the extended-orientation type of
FYS, while students with higher levels of academic preparation and motivation experienced
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better outcomes in the discipline-based FYS course (Weissman & Magill, 2008). There is still
more to learn about whether different types of FYS courses are more effective for certain types
of students.
First-Year Seminars and Student Expectations
First-year seminar courses provide an opportunity to examine the connections between
students’ input characteristics/expectations and the college environment, as described in the I-EO model. Most studies comparing FYS courses were based on the different types examined
outcomes of college GPA and retention (e.g., Permzadian & Credé, 2016; Swaner & Brownell,
2009). However, Barton and Donohue (2009) and Zerr and Bjerke (2016) demonstrated that
there is an opportunity to broaden the inquiry by including students’ expectations, attitudes, and
perceptions about college as points of comparison. This could be useful for practitioners in
determining if certain types of students might gain greater benefits from certain types of FYS
courses. The following paragraphs discuss these studies in more detail.
Barton and Donohue (2009) conducted a single institution study on FYS typology using a
quasi-experimental design. Barton and Donohue (2009) compared students in a four-credit firstyear seminar course (academic themed course) or a one-credit orientation type of course
(extended orientation type course focused on college success). Characteristics of students and the
outcomes examined in relationship to type of FYS course were retention, college GPA, high
school rank, SAT scores, intellectual development during the first semester (Perry Measure of
Intellectual Development), and expectations and attitudes about college (using the Beginning
College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE) and the National Survey of Student
Engagement (NSSE)). Notably, Barton and Donohue (2009) found several differences between
the participants in two different types of FYS courses across five NSSE/BCSSE questionnaire
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items. Students who took the four-credit FYS course had higher levels of expectation (BCSSE)
or higher reported outcomes (NSSE) related to spending time on academic work, obtaining
academic help, discussing grades or assignments with instructors, attending campus activities,
and attending creative arts events when compared to students taking the one-credit FYS courses.
Barton and Donohue’s (2009) findings suggested there is merit to expanding the nature of
inquiry beyond the commonly used outcomes of GPA and retention to items more directly
related to the students’ experiences, such as expectations about interactions with instructors.
Barton and Donohue’s (2009) findings also suggested that there is a possible profile for
the types of students that enroll in the different types of FYS courses. They reported that students
in the four-credit academic themed class had higher high school rank and higher SAT scores than
the students in the one-credit extended orientation type courses. Students taking the four-credit
academic themed course earned higher college GPAs than students who took the one-credit
extended orientation type of course. No statistically significant difference in the change in
intellectual development was evident in either of the student groups, and there was no
statistically significant difference in the retention rates of each group. It is possible that future
studies could utilize high school academic profiles as way to identify which students tend to take
each type of FYS course, and further, future studies could possibly demonstrate which type of
students would most benefit from each type of FYS course.
Zerr and Bjerke’s (2016) study provided good context for this study, as they compared
students in extended orientation type and academic themed type FYS courses by looking at
students’ perceived academic and social integration. The research focused on the relationships
between the two types of FYS course and first year retention, academic performance (college
GPA), institutional integration (Institutional Integration Survey (IIS)), and social and academic
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integration (self-reported from the NSSE). The differences in retention rates for the two groups
were not statistically significant. Likewise, there was no significant difference in term or
cumulative college GPAs. There were also no significant differences between the groups on the
four areas of institutional integration as measured by the IIS assessment. However, Zerr and
Bjerke (2016) did report differences between the student perceptions based on the NSSE
responses. Students in the academic themed FYS indicated higher levels of student engagement
related to active and collaborative learning and student interactions with faculty members. These
students reported that they learned academic skills and created academic connections between
students. Within the extended orientation type of FYS course, students reported the FYS class
helped them in their transition to college and learning about campus resources. Zerr and Bjerke
(2016) argued their results indicate that academic themed seminars are more effective at
increasing students’ academic engagement than the extended orientation (college
success/transition themed) seminars.
The studies discussed in this section showed that it remains unclear what differences exist
in the effectiveness of different types of first year seminar courses. Numerous single institution
studies focus on retention as a measure of course effectiveness (Barton & Donohue, 2009;
Boettler et al., 2020; Friedman & Marsh, 2009; Ryan & Glenn, 2014; Weissman & Magill, 2008;
Zerr & Bjerke, 2016). Some results suggested that there may be profiles or types of students that
most benefit from each type of FYS course (Barton & Donohue, 2009; Ryan & Glenn, 2014;
Weissman & Magill, 2008). Several researchers have utilized student expectations or perceptions
as a method for distinguishing different student types (Barton & Donohue, 2009; Zerr & Bjerke,
2016). Yet, there remains more opportunity to further compare participants in different types of
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seminars by examining other student characteristics and outcomes. In particular, examining
changes in major presents a somewhat unique area of inquiry.
Outcomes
The final element of the I-E-O model refers to outputs. For this study, the output to be
examined was whether students who took two different types of first-year seminar courses
changed their major from their first fall term to their second fall term, and whether students who
took two different types of first-year seminar courses changed their major from their first fall
term to their final term (i.e., graduation term). These are important outcomes to examine, as
students’ choice of academic major has an impact on their college experience, time to
graduation, academic performance, major commitment, career choice, and job satisfaction
(DesJardins et al., 2003; Eun et al., 2013; Green, 1992; Leppel, 2001). The sections that follow
discuss the experiences that may lead students to change their college major and the impact of
their major choice on their time to graduation and futures outside of college.
Choosing a Major
Holland’s (1959) theory of vocational personalities is largely considered the most
influential theory in career development (Brown, 2002; Holland, 1959; Holland, 1997; Nauta,
2010), and the theory may explain why some students remain in their initial major. Holland
(1959) posited that higher levels of congruence between individuals and their work environments
result in greater levels of satisfaction, stability, and job performance (Nauta, 2010). Holland’s
vocational theory provided a process for matching people and careers based on self-reported
perceptions (Nauta, 2010). The majority of career interest inventories available to college
students utilize Holland’s theory (Nauta, 2010), and the same types used for work environments
have also been applied to college majors (Feldman et al., 2001).
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Congruence between a student’s interests and academic major affects both satisfaction
with an academic major and academic success (Allen, 1996; DesJardins et al., 2003; Feldman, et
al., 2001; Grauke & Woosley, 2005; Nauta, 2007; Pike, 2006). Tracey and Robbins (2006) and
Guan et al. (2006) both found that students whose majors were similar to their Holland-type
interest profile had higher grade point averages than students with less interest-major
congruence. Milsom and Coughlin (2017) also found that student-major congruence (based on
Holland-type) and major satisfaction were both associated with college grade point average.
Likewise, Allen (1996) reported that major congruence was significantly related to academic
achievement. Vocational type and major fit may impact students’ grades and time to graduation
in a reciprocal process. For example, Allen and Robbins (2010) reported that students with
higher levels of interest-major congruence had greater likelihood of timely (four year) degree
completion. Students in a major that is a good fit are likely to experience a dynamic cycle of
interest and time that encourages persistence; they find the content interesting and thus spend
more time with the material which can result in better grades. Considering the relationships
between interest-major fit and student success, Beggs et al. (2008) made the argument that a
match between students’ interests and abilities with the skills required for their academic major
would be indicators of “‘good’ majors” (p. 382).
A recent report by the Education Advisory Board (EAB) confirmed that most college
students (75-85%) change their major prior to graduation (Venit, 2016). While institutional
leaders should make room for the inevitable major changes in college policies about major
declaration and change, it must be done with the knowledge about the consequences of changing
majors (Venit, 2016). Students who change majors may take longer to graduate, and they are
likely to incur additional costs for higher education (Allen & Robbins, 2010; Cebula & Lopes,
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1982; Dryesdale et al., 2015; EAB, 2016a). When students change majors, they may also have to
start over in terms of the types of employer networks and experiential learning opportunities they
should pursue. In these cases, changing majors may cause students to miss out on certain
employment opportunities (Jackson & Wilton, 2017). It is important for leaders at colleges and
universities to evaluate how they equip students to make the best major choice and
simultaneously facilitate timely degree completion (Lederman, 2017). Graunke and Woosley
(2005) argued that colleges should offer courses that help students to learn more about their
academic and career interests. Research has demonstrated that individuals who have awareness
of their goals, interests, and talents can make career choices more easily and perform their work
more effectively (Nauta, 2010).
Despite the possible challenges that changing a major can create for students, there is
evidence that student major changes do not negatively impact institutional retention and
graduation rates. For example, Spight (2020) reported no statistically significant difference in
second-year and third-year retention rates between undeclared students and declared students.
Anderson, Creamer, and Cross (1989) reported that students who changed academic majors were
more likely to persist and graduate then their peers who did not change majors or those students
who began their education with no declared major. Perhaps finding a better fit major helps
students become more committed to completing their college degrees. This is indicated in
findings by Graunke, Woosley, and Helms (2006), who reported that institutional commitment
and commitment to earn a degree were more predictive of degree completion than students’
commitment to an academic major. Even with the results of these few studies, the research on the
relationships between variables such as early declaration of academic majors, major changing,
and success in college remains somewhat conflicting and limited (Spight, 2020)
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First-Year Seminars and College Major Change
The outcome examined in this study was whether students who enrolled in two different
types of first-year seminar courses changed their college major during their first year of college
and whether they changed their major between the first year and their graduation term. While
many studies on FYS courses examine outcomes like college GPA and retention, Ehlers (2014)
used persistence within a college discipline as a point of comparison between participants in
different types of FYS courses. In her single-institution study, Ehlers (2014) examined the
outcomes for discipline specific FYS courses and more broadly themed college success
(extended orientation type) FYS courses. She compared students enrolled in the two different
types of seminars by examining their academic engagement, social engagement, college grade
point average, and persistence within their discipline (i.e., classification by college). Ehlers
(2014) used the First-Year Initiative (FYI) assessment, which asks students to self-report on a
variety of items related to their FYS course, academic engagement, and social engagement.
Ehlers (2014) analyzed the data by using the type of seminar as a predictor of the two dependent
variables of academic engagement and social engagement. Similarly, Ehlers (2014) used the type
of seminar as a predictor of the change in college designation to understand if the type of
seminar was related to changes in major. Ehlers (2014) found no significant effect of first-year
seminar type on academic engagement, while there was a significant effect (.05) of seminar type
on social engagement. Ehlers (2014) also reported no significant difference between the types of
seminar course participants completed and their discipline persistence (no change in college
designation) from the first term (Summer 2013) to the second term (Fall 2013). Similarly, Ehlers
(2014) found no significant difference in GPA when comparing the FYS course groups.
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One problem with Ehlers’ (2014) study is the time frame in which she looked for changes
in college designation, college major, and participants’ college grade point average. The
participants in the study began college during an abbreviated six-week summer term and then
continued into their second term in the fall semester less than two weeks later (Ehlers, 2014).
Ehler’s (2014) used independent-samples t-test to compare changes in grade point average
between the end of the summer 2013 and the end of the fall 2013 terms for participants who
completed either a summer term college success FYS course (extended orientation type) and a
summer term discipline-specific type FYS course. She reported no significant difference in the
mean change in grade point average for participants in either type of course from end of summer
term to end of fall term. Another point of analysis was differences in students’ academic
disciplines (represented by academic college) over the same period. Ehlers’ (2014) used a
Pearson chi-square test of independence to see the relationship between the type of FYS course
and changes in majors (represented by change in college). She found that from the summer 2013
term to the fall 2013 term, the percentage of students who changed majors did not differ based on
the type of FYS course. It is possible that looking for differences over a period of approximately
22 weeks was limiting. A more longitudinal study may have different results (Schnell &
Doetkott, 2003). Milsom and Coughlin’s (2015) model of major satisfaction showed that there is
a relationship between the different opportunities available to college students, their selfawareness, their career awareness, and their satisfaction with their academic major. Measuring
change in college designation (as a proxy for academic major) within the limited timeframe from
an abbreviated six-week summer term to the end of a full sixteen-week fall term may not have
provided an adequate timeframe for observing changes. While Ehlers (2014) was interested in
whether students changed their major, she used the variable of college designation to represent a
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broad academic discipline rather than looking at the students’ specific declared major. Large
research universities like the one where Ehlers’ (2014) study was conducted include colleges that
are home to a wide range of majors. For example, a student may change majors from
Biochemistry to Anthropology but remain within the same college. By only looking at a change
in college designation, Ehlers (2014) may have overlooked the wide-ranging changes in major
that can occur within one academic college.
Summary/Conclusion
There are a variety of factors that can be considered when examining student success in
college. Astin’s (1993) I-E-O model provided a framework for understanding the characteristics
with which students enter college, the types of experiences or interactions that impact them
during college, and the possible outcomes or results of their college experience. First-year
seminar courses are a very popular intervention on college campuses, providing an opportunity
to more closely look at FYS courses as one specific element of the college environment (E).
Over the last few decades, first-year seminar courses have evolved, and special distinctions have
been made between different types of FYS courses (Barefoot, 1992; Young & Hopp, 2014;
Young & Skidmore, 2019). While there is research comparing different types of first-year
seminar courses, only one study (Ehlers, 2014) examined the relationship between the type of
first-year seminar course taken and change of college major. Milsom and Coughlin’s (2015)
model of major satisfaction pointed to interactions with faculty as one influence on a student’s
decision to change their college major. First-year seminar courses provide a unique opportunity
for students to interact with their instructors, and one of the proclaimed benefits of first-year
seminars is the opportunity for students to meet regularly with faculty in small groups and
interact with faculty about substantive matters (Keup & Young, 2018; Kuh et al., 2013). What
differences may exist in the expectations that students have about their interactions with faculty
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and the type of seminar course that they complete? Similarly, if faculty interactions and class
content are key aspects of students’ satisfaction with their college major, what difference may
there be in the instances of major change amongst participants in discipline-specific FYS courses
or non-discipline specific FYS courses? While some practitioners and researchers warned of the
challenges for both institutions and students when undergraduates change their college major,
there is still much to learn about the direct and indirect impacts of changing majors at different
points in time over the course of undergraduate education (Venit, 2016). The literature suggested
that a variety of pre-college characteristics and specific elements of the college environment are
pertinent to how college affects students. The next chapter provides an overview of the research
questions and the research methods used in this study to compare students who participated in
different types of first-year seminar courses.
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Chapter 3: Methods
The goal of this study was to learn about the characteristics and expectations of
students enrolled in discipline-specific first-year seminar courses and students enrolled in nondiscipline specific first-year seminar courses. Do different types of students who enroll in each
type of first-year seminar course? Do students that take these two types of courses differ in their
decision to change their major? In other words, are students who take the discipline-specific type
of FYS courses more or less likely to change majors? Since multiple factors may contribute to
students’ characteristics, expectations, and decisions to change majors, the researcher also
examined relevant co-variates. This quantitative study utilized a correlational design and made
use of secondary data. The sections that follow describes the methods used in this study.
Research Design
The research design was informed by both philosophical and methodological assumptions
(Gelo et al., 2008). There are numerous ways to examine first-year seminar course participants
and various ways to obtain relevant data. A quantitative approach allowed for the researcher to
investigate potential relationships and predictive factors between variables (Gelo et al., 2008).
The key focus in this study was learning more about student characteristics. The researcher was
most interested in comparing students in two different types of seminars based on objective and
quantitative elements rather than learning about the students’ personal perspectives. Looking at
factors measured through quantitative measures like a survey allowed the researcher to compare
characteristics of two groups and see what relationships may exist. Quantitative methods allowed
the researcher to gather information about numerous participants and compare information about

69

two different groups (i.e., participants in two types of seminars). A benefit of using a quantitative
correlational design is that data can be collected indirectly through secondary data sources (Gelo
et al., 2008). Quantitative data from academic records can be standardized more easily than
qualitative data gathered from open-ended interviews or focus groups (Gelo et al., 2008). The
study was non-experimental, and the independent variable (described in subsequent section) was
not manipulated. However, an attempt was made to control for confounding variables using
statistical techniques. This study utilized secondary data analysis, which refers to the analysis of
data that has previously been collected (Heaton, 2003; Pienta et al., 2011). Secondary data
preserved and disseminated for research is often quantitative (Pienta et al., 2011). Secondary data
were beneficial to investigating change over time (Pienta et al., 2011). The data included
institutional data related to course enrollment, student records, and student responses to the
Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE). The sections that follow describes
the data collection process and the methods used.
Research Questions
The focus of this study was to compare students who participated in two different types
of seminar courses at one institution. Participants in this study participated either in a discipline
specific FYS course or a non-discipline specific FYS course. The discipline-specific FYS course
referred to specialized courses that include an introduction to a major or academic discipline in
addition to assisting students in their transition to college (Ehlers, 2014; Swing, 2002). The nondiscipline specific FYS course referred to broadly focused FYS courses that address the
transition to college without a specific theme. The research questions sought to answer what, if
any, differences there were between the characteristics of those students who participated in each
type of FYS course, and what choices they made later in their educational experiences regarding
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their academic major. The research questions were:
1. What is the difference, if any exists, in average high school GPA between students who
subsequently completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar and students who
subsequently completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar?
2. What is the difference, if any exists, in incoming college students’ expectations about
student-faculty interaction between students who subsequently completed a disciplinespecific first-year seminar and students who subsequently completed a non-discipline
specific first-year seminar?
3. What is the difference, if any exists, in college students’ likelihood to change major from
their first fall term to their second fall term, between students who completed a
discipline-specific first-year seminar and students who completed a non-discipline
specific first-year seminar (controlling for students’ pre-college characteristics and
expectations about faculty interactions)?
4. What is the difference, if any exists, in college students’ likelihood to change major from
their first fall term to their graduation term, between students who completed a disciplinespecific first-year seminar and students who completed a non-discipline specific first-year
seminar (controlling for students’ pre-college characteristics and expectations about
faculty interactions)?
Population and Sample
The population of interest in this study was degree-seeking, first time in college students
enrolled in first-year seminars (FYS) at a metropolitan research university located within the
southeastern United States. The sample in this study was comprised of students enrolled at the
university who met specific characteristics. The sample was limited to students who were: 1)
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classified as degree-seeking, first time in college (FTIC), 2) classified with the admit term Fall
2016; and 3) enrolled in a first-year seminar course during the Fall 2016 term.
Students who had no declared major (i.e., undeclared major) during their first fall term
were excluded from the sample. The undeclared student population was excluded because those
cases could have confused the results for Research Question 3 about how many students change
their major by year two, as these undeclared students were forced to change their major based on
the university’s major declaration policy. Additionally, the sample was further refined for
Research Question 3 and Research Question 4. Some of the sample included students who
withdrew from the FYS and received a final grade of W rather than a letter grade ranging from
A+ to F. Students were able to withdraw from the FYS courses starting the second week of class
and ending six months after the end of the term, but the exact dates that student withdrew from
the courses were not known to the researcher. The students who withdrew were included in the
sample for Research Question 1 and Research Question 2 because their high school grades and
expectations about student-faculty were not studied in relationship to any college grades. Since
the final grades in the FYS course were included as a variable in both Research Question 3 and
Research Question 4, students who withdrew from the FYS were excluded from the sample in
the analyses for these two questions. Additionally, students who did not graduate from the
university were excluded from the analysis for Research Question 4.
The Fall 2016 term and year was of interest for several reasons. The first-year seminar
course at the university was redesigned from a two-credit course to a three-credit course in 2014,
and the new course was piloted over the following year from 2014 to 2015. The next year (Fall
2016 term), the department offering the FYS courses included a variety of discipline-specific
sections in addition to the standard first-year seminar course. These discipline-specific sections
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were characterized by some unique curricular elements and content as well as instruction by a
university employee affiliated with a specific academic program or department (i.e., a
departmental academic advisor). The FYS courses were redesigned again in 2017, and a new
curriculum was used in the three-credit course beginning in the Fall 2017 term. From the year
2017 to the 2021, there were few, if any, opportunities for students to take discipline-specific
FYS sections at the university. The Fall 2016 term provided the best opportunity to compare
discipline-specific and non-discipline specific types of FYS courses.
Data Collection
This study analyzed data that were previously collected (secondary data analysis)
(Heaton, 2003; Pienta et al., 2011). Three sources of secondary data from the institution were
combined into a final dataset for this study. First, a dataset derived from the FYS course rosters
(which included demographic information) was provided to the researcher with permission from
the dean of the college that offers the FYS courses. Second, institutional reports of the BCSSE
responses for students enrolled in FYS courses (as held by the college) were provided to the
researcher with permission from the dean. BCSSE results are managed by the institution’s Office
of Decision Support. The BCSSE reports are utilized by various offices and programs at the
university, such as academic advising, new student programing, and the first-year experience
program, to learn about student expectations both at the aggregate and individual levels and to
inform the institution’s retention efforts for first-time in college students (C. Herreid, personal
communication, October 27, 2016). The FYS course rosters and BCSSE responses were matched
based on student information contained in both reports (i.e., unique student identifier). To
maintain students’ privacy, identifying student information (i.e., name, student number) was
removed from the merged report after all variables were incorporated. The third source of data

73

Table 1
FYS Course Sections and Status in the Study
Course Description (program
or disciplinary theme, if any)
Behavioral & Community Health
College Students
Biology Majors
Bulls Business Community

Included

Designated
Type of FYS
Discipline-specific

Included
Included

Discipline-specific
Discipline-specific

Business Majors

Included

Discipline-specific

Geosciences Majors
Global Citizens Living Learning
Community
Mass Communications Majors

Included
Included

Discipline-specific
Discipline-specific

Included

Discipline-specific

No specific theme or major focus

Included

Non-discipline specific

Pre-Education Majors
Pre-Health Students
Pre-Nursing Students
Psychology Majors
UDecide
(Undeclared/Exploratory Majors)
UFirst (Academic Probation)

Included
Included
Included
Included
Excluded due to undeclared
major
Excluded due to admit term

Discipline-specific
Discipline-specific
Discipline-specific
Discipline-specific
-

Included

Discipline-specific

Zimmerman Advertising
Program

Status

-

was the information about the FYS courses, including the course description, as published on the
university’s public schedule search tool. The researcher used information from the course
description to designate the different sections of FYS courses as either discipline-specific or nondiscipline specific (refer to Table 1 for coding). The codes for discipline-specific and nondiscipline specific were added to the final dataset based on the unique course reference number.
The process for coding the different types of courses is explained in more detail in the
“Variables” section later in this chapter. The final dataset included only students who met the
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eligibility criteria for the study and only the necessary variables (described in the “Variables”
section).
Instrument
The Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE) is an instrument
administered to first-year recent high school graduates, transfer students, and older students with
little or no college experience (BCSSE, 2019; Paulsen & Cole, 2019). The questionnaire gathers
self-reported data about students’ participation in their high school academic experiences and
their expectations about participating in certain educational activities for the upcoming academic
year (BCSSE, 2019; Cole & Dong, 2014). The current survey instruments can be viewed online
at https://nsse.indiana.edu/bcsse/survey-instruments/index.html. The BCSSE was first
administered in 2007 and was updated in 2013 and 2019 (Cole & Dong, 2014; Paulsen & Cole,
2019). BCSSE is administered at colleges and universities across the United States to their
incoming students, and the average completion rate is 70% (Paulsen & Cole, 2019). Since 2007,
nearly 900,000 students at 506 colleges and universities have taken the survey (Paulsen & Cole,
2019). Beginning in 2019, the BCSSE was updated to include transfer students and delayedentry students (non-traditional students) (Paulsen & Cole, 2019). For the population in this study,
the BCSSE was administered during new student orientation over the summer. During Summer
2016 (the third year of BCSSE administration at the institution), 4,038 students (97%) completed
the BCSSE out of the 4,137 new first time in college students who attended new student
orientation (C. Herreid, personal communication, October 27, 2016; M. Hauser, personal
communication, September 1, 2017).
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Reliability and Validity of Instrument
The section that follows discusses how the BCSSE instrument was developed and how it
has been evaluated for item-level and scale-level descriptive statistics, tests of validity, and tests
of reliability. The BCSSE has 42 items categorized into nine scales (Paulsen & Cole, 2019).
According to Paulsen and Cole (2019), the nine scales of the current BCSSE instrument were
created using exploratory and confirmatory analysis from pilot data of the National Survey of
Student Engagement (NSSE) in 2011-2012 and pilot data from the BCSSE in 2004-2006. In
2013, the BCSSE was updated to align with the NSSE in numerous ways, including in the
language and measures (Cole & Dong, 2013). The two instruments share several common items
(Paulsen & Cole, 2019). The NSSE tool emerged from a desire to assess the extent to which
students engage in certain educational practices (Kuh, 2001). The goal of the NSSE instrument is
to determine the extent to which students are engaged in specific educational practices and assess
what they have gained from their college experience (Kuh, 2004). The questions are based on
years of research on good practices in higher education (Kuh, 2001). The NSSE survey was
developed based on questions that have been previously used in other college student surveys,
and the items ask students about specific behaviors that are correlated with learning and
development outcomes related to attending college (Kuh, 2001; Kuh, 2004). The items include
questions about the frequency with which students engage in specific activities associated with
good educational practice (such as the number of hours per week devoted to schoolwork) and
their participation (or plans to participate) in certain experiences (such as working with faculty
on research) (Kuh, 2001; Kuh, 2004). The NSSE instrument also asks students to report on
information about themselves and their background, including age, gender, race/ethnicity, living
situation, and college major (Kuh, 2001; Kuh, 2004). The NSSE and BCSSE surveys are

76

designed to be paired together. The BCSSE administration typically occurs before the fall
semester begins and the NSSE administration is conducted in the spring term (BCSSE, 2020).
While the NSSE survey provides a way for researchers to learn about what students experience
in college and how they have benefited from college (Kuh, 2004), the BCSSE provides a way for
researchers to learn about student’s experiences in high school and their expectations for the first
year of college (BCSSE, 2019).
The intention of both the NSSE and the BCSSE instruments is to gather information
about students’ attitudes, practices, and expectations. Student self-reports are the most effective
and the most feasible method for gathering this type of data (Kuh, 2001). While the use of selfreports like these instruments is common in higher education, the accuracy of self-reported data
is often questioned (Kuh, 2004). Problems associated with self-reports include the inability of
respondents to provide accurate information and the unwillingness of respondents to provide
truthful information (Kuh, 2004). Carini et al. (2006) provide a set of conditions to determine if
self-reported data from students are valid and reliable. The conditions were: 1) the information
requested is known to students, 2) the questions are phrased clearly and unambiguously, 3) the
questions refer to recent activities, 4) the respondents think the questions merit a thoughtful
response, 5) the information requested is potentially verifiable, and 6) the question asks for
information that is known to those answering the questions and does not threaten, embarrass, or
violate their privacy or encourage the respondent to respond in socially desirable ways (Carini et
al., 2006, p. 2). The NSSE instrument (and subsequently the aligned BCSSE instrument) was
designed according to these type of conditions for self-reports (Kuh, 2001; Kuh, 2002). For
example, the surveys are administered at a time that allows the students to respond based on
experiences within the recent past (BCSSE, 2019; Kuh, 2004). The questions are formatted to
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collect responses on a rating scale, which helps respondents to more accurately recall and report
on the desired information (Kuh, 2004). The alignment of the NSSE and BCSSE instruments
(Paulsen & Cole, 2019) gives researchers confidence in using these tools.
The Center for Postsecondary Research at Indiana University, the research center that
manages NSSE and BCSSE administration and data, provided an updated conceptual framework
for the NSSE in 2013 (NSSE, 2019). Literature on student engagement as well as effective
teaching and learning act as the conceptual framework for the surveys (NSSE, 2019). The
development of the NSSE instrument was informed by prior research on student engagement and
utilizing the concept of student engagement as a framework for assessing educational quality
(NSSE, 2019). NSSE includes both behavioral (i.e., How often have you done the following:
talked about career plans with a faculty member?) and perceptual dimensions (i.e., To what
extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: I feel like part of the community at
this institution). The NSSE instrument and its counterpart the BCSSE gather information about
students’ perceptions because beliefs and attitudes form the basis for future behaviors (Bean &
Eaton, 2000; NSSE, 2019). These surveys are valuable tools because they provide information
about student effort and student involvement in the context of the practices and activities that
have been proven to promote student learning and development (NSSE, 2019). Additionally, the
NSSE and BCSSE tools provide university administrators, faculty, and staff with a framework
for assessing the quality of student engagement at their own institutions.
The overall/face validity of the BCSSE instrument is determined by its construct validity
(Gall et al., 1996). Psychometric evaluations of the NSSE and BCSSE have included
interviewing students, reviewing literature, consulting with experts, conducting pilot tests, and
interviewing administrators who run the survey on their campuses (Paulsen & Cole, 2019). In the
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case of a survey instrument like BCSSE, the response to a Likert-scaled item is an observed
variable (Schreiber et al., 2006). Confirmatory factor analysis is a statistical technique that can
be used to “reduce the number of observed variables into a smaller number of latent variables by
examining the covariation among the observed variables” (p. 1, Schreiber et al., 2006).
Therefore, validity of the BCSSE scales can be evaluated using confirmatory factor analysis
(Schreiber et al., 2006). In the process of creating the 2013 revised BCSSE, statistical techniques
were used to test the psychometric properties of the instrument (Cole & Dong, 2013; Cole &
Dong, 2014). Cole and Dong (2014) tested the BCSSE items and the BCSSE scales, utilizing
item- and scale-level descriptive statistics to measure response patterns, central tendency, and
data distribution. Cole and Dong (2014) calculated confirmatory factor analysis for each BCSSE
scale in two models: one with each scale in a separate model and one with the scales together in
an overall model. Cole and Dong (2014) evaluated the confirmatory factor analysis according to
the following indices: the Chi-square statistic and degrees of freedom, the Root Mean Square
Error Approximate (RMSEA), the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), and the Comparative Fit Index
(CFI). For RMSEA, values closer to zero (less than 0.01) represent a good fit. For TFI and CFI,
values greater than 0.95 suggests good fit (Paulsen & Cole, 2019). Cole and Dong’s (2013)
results for the SFI scale are displayed in Table 2 (page 80). Cole and Dong (2014) also calculated
the polychoric correlations, and the Cronbach’s alpha levels for the BCSSE scales range from .68
to .92 (Cole & Dong, 2014). The scale used for this study was the student-faculty interaction
(SFI), which had a Cronbach’s alpha of .84 (Cole & Dong, 2014). Cole and Dong (2014)
concluded that eight of the nine scales, including the SFI scale, demonstrate adequate internal
consistency (ɑ ≥ .70).
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In 2019, Paulsen and Cole also conducted confirmatory factor analysis for the BCSSE
individual scales as well as an overall model. They utilized the Root Mean Square Error
Approximate (RMSEA), the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI).
Paulsen and Cole (2019) reported that “all the models fit have marginal or good fit depending on
the measure being considered. The RMSEA for the overall model suggests a good fit, while the
TLI and CFI suggest a marginal fit.” (p. 9). For the SFI scale, Paulsen and Cole (2019) reported
that results indicate an “excellent fit” (p. 10); their results for the SFI scale are displayed in Table
2 (page 86). Paulsen and Cole’s (2019) results give researchers further assurance in using the
BCSSE scales, and particularly the SFI scale, as latent constructs.
Table 2
Confirmatory Factor Analysis for SFI Scale
Index
Chi-Square
df
RMSEA
TLI
CFI

Cole & Dong, 2013
130.335
1
0.067
0.983
0.997

Paulsen & Cole, 2019
Not reported
Not reported
(0.033, 0.052)
0.993
0.999

Internal consistency reliability allows for an estimate of test score reliability by
evaluating the individual test items (Gall et al., 1996). Cronbach’s alpha is appropriate when
items have several possible answers, each of which has a different weight (Gall et al., 1996).
Internal consistency reliability was evaluated on the BCSSE using Cronbach’s alpha in 2019 by
Paulsen and Cole. They measured internal consistency reliability in numerous ways. Paulsen and
Cole (2019) calculated Cronbach’s alpha for each measure; calculated Cronbach’s alpha for a
measure if a single item is removed; calculated correlations between an item and the remaining
items in the measure (called corrected item-scale correlations); calculated the average inter-item
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correlation; calculated the range of inter-item correlations; and calculated the individual interitem correlations of the scale. Cronbach’s alpha ranges in value from zero to one, with higher
values indicating higher internal consistency and lower values indicating lower internal
consistency (Paulsen & Cole, 2019). A Cronbach’s alpha score of .70 is considered minimally
adequate for scales (Gordon et al., 2008). The BCSSE consists of scales that purport to measure
a single construct (i.e., student-faculty interaction). According to Paulsen and Cole (2019), itemscale correlations and intercorrelations of items contribute to internal consistency by determining
if each item alone correlates with the overall scale and if items within the scale are positively
correlated (Paulsen & Cole, 2019). Appropriate inter-item correlations are between .15 and .50
(Clark & Watson, 1995). Corrected item-scale correlations demonstrate relationships between an
individual item and the scale score when the item is excluded. Positive correlations of .30 or
higher would show that someone who scores high on the individual item question also has a high
score on the scale (Paulsen & Cole, 2019). The results indicate high degrees of internal
consistency for most of the BCSSE scales (Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .66 to .91) (Paulsen
& Cole, 2019). The results reported by Paulsen and Cole (2019) for the student-faculty
interaction (SFI) scale (used in this study) were: Cronbach’s alpha of .85; inter-item correlation
ranging from .52-.63; and average inter-item correlation of .58. The inter-item correlations for
the SFI scale are slightly higher than the appropriate ranges. However, Paulsen and Cole (2019)
interpreted the results of the average inter-item correlations for the SFI scale to indicate that the
items on the scale are strongly intercorrelated. They explain that “Expected Student-Faculty
Interactions may be particularly narrow as incoming students may have only a vague conception
of the nature of student-faculty relationships at the college level and may not be able to discern
among the different kinds of interactions there can be” (p. 5). Overall, the nine BCSSE scales
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show moderate to high levels of internal consistency (Paulsen & Cole, 2019). The BCSSE
instrument seems to meet all the criteria to adequately assess previous and expected engagement
behaviors.
Variables
This study included the variables of type of first-year seminar, high school GPA,
expectations about student-faculty interactions (SFI scale), major change from first Fall term to
the second Fall term, and major change from the first Fall term to the final (graduation) term.
There were additional co-variates in this study, specifically: SAT score; ACT score; residence;
race/ethnicity; gender; and first fall term cumulative college grade point average. The
categorization of the variables for each research question is described in the Analysis section.
Type of first-year seminar
Type of first-year seminar was a dichotomous categorical variable. The participants were
classified based on which type of FYS course they were enrolled in, either a discipline-specific
(1) or non-discipline specific seminar (0). The type of seminar was determined by reviewing the
institution’s public course schedule search, which included a description about the course and the
name of the instructor. Courses with a description indicating a specific major or academic
discipline were classified as discipline specific. For example, a section with a description “PreEducation Majors Only.” was classified as discipline specific. These types of courses typically
included content or assignments related to specific majors, departments, or programs of study (J.
Conway, personal communication, May 3, 2016). On the final dataset, students enrolled in the
FYS courses designated for specific majors/pre-professional interests were designated with the
type of course as “discipline-specific.” The participants enrolled in the courses with no special
major/pre-professional emphasis were designated with the type of course as “non-discipline
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specific.” In the sample of 862 students, 530 students were enrolled in the non-discipline specific
FYS courses and 332 students were enrolled in discipline-specific FYS courses.
High school GPA
High school grades were retrieved from institutional data that were recorded from
students’ high school academic records. The institution converts high school grades from letter
grades to numbers on a scale from 0 to 4 (A+=4.0, A=4.0, A-=3.7, B+=3.3, B=3.0, B-=2.7,
C+=2.3, C=2.0, C-=1.7, D+=1.3, D=1.0, D-=0.7, F=0.0) (College Board, 2019). As discussed in
the previous section, these high school GPA records were obtained with permission to use them
for research purposes.
Expectations about interaction with faculty
Individual student BCSSE scale scores on the Student-Faculty Interaction (EXP_SFI)
scale were used to represent their expectations about engagement with faculty. The SFI scale is
one of the BCSSE/NSSE Engagement Indicators (EIs) (as discussed earlier, many of the
questions on BCSSE are parallel to questions on the NSSE). EIs provide information about
specific aspects of student engagement. The EIs were developed over several years using theory
and empirical analysis including focus groups, interviews, and pilot testing (National Survey,
2020; Miller et al., 2013). The SFI scale represents a set of related survey questions about
student-faculty interactions (NSSE, 2021). The items that comprise the SFI scale are: During the
coming school year, about how often do you expect to do each of the following? (1) Talk about
career plans with a faculty member, (2) Work with a faculty member on activities other than
coursework (committees, student groups, etc.), (3) Discuss your academic performance with a
faculty member, (4) Discuss course topics, ideas, or concepts with a faculty member outside of
class. The BCSSE report converts the item responses to a 60 point-scale, in which a score of 0
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represents the lowest possible option and a score of 60 represents the highest possible option
(e.g., never=0, sometimes=20, often=40, very often=60). The SFI scale value consisted of the
average of the responses for each item within the scale (BCSSE Codebook, 2017; NSSE, 2021).
As described in the previous section about the BCSSE instrument, Paulsen and Cole (2019)
report that the Student-Faculty Interaction scale has a high level of internal consistency and
strong factor loading in confirmatory factor analysis. This indicates that the BCSSE SFI scale is
a reliable measure for expectations about student engagement and a reliable indicator of the
factor of student-faculty interaction (Paulsen & Cole, 2019).
Major change within the first year
For this study, two variables were created to measure major change. First, a variable was
created to measure whether or not participants changed their major from their first fall term to
their second fall term (used for Research Question 3). Institutional data about the participants’
majors at the beginning of the first fall term (Fall 2016) and their major at the beginning of the
second fall term (Fall 2017) were reviewed. Students who had the same major at these two points
in time were coded as “no change” (0) (refer to Appendix A for list of majors). Students who did
not have the same major at these points in time were coded as “change” (1). Second, a variable
was created to measure whether or not participants changed their major from their first fall term
to their graduation term (used for Research Question 4). Institutional data about the participants’
majors at the beginning of the first fall term (Fall 2016) and their major at their graduation term
were reviewed. Students who had the same major at these two points in time were coded as “no
change” (0). Students who did not have the same major at these points in time were coded as
“change” (1). Additional information about the coding process for major changes is explained in
the next paragraph.
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Some major changes represent true changes, while others might be considered a major
correction (Astorne-Figari & Speer, 2019). Since some college majors are pre-requisites for other
majors (i.e., Pre-Nursing), the researcher grouped some majors together to account for the
relationship between pre-requisite major classifications and the related degree programs. To
create categories for the various majors, the researcher first reviewed the categories and the
majors used by College Board, ACT, and BCSSE. The College Board, the non-profit
organization that administers the SAT, organizes college majors into a limited number of
categories (College Board, 2021). Similarly, the ACT (non-profit organization that administers
the ACT college admissions test) organizes college majors into related disciplinary areas using
18 categories (ACT, 2009; ACT, 2021). The BCSSE also organizes responses to the question
“Do you know what your major will be?” into the larger categories of Arts & Humanities;
Biological Science, Agriculture, & Natural Science; Physical Science, Mathematics, &
Computer; Business; Communications, Media, & Public Relations; Education; Engineering;
Health Professions; Social Service Professionalism; and other majors (not categorized) (BCSSE
Codebook, 2017). However, the categories used by College Board, ACT, and BCSSE were too
broad for the researcher’s intentions. For example, the ACT’s category of Communications
includes a range of distinct disciplines and potential careers, including Communications, general;
Advertising; Digital Communications/Media; Journalism, Broadcast; Mass Communications;
Public Relations; and Organizational Communication. Reviewing the institution’s academic
catalog and plans of study (USF, 2021b) demonstrated that distinct academic majors at the
university have unique pre-requisite courses, requirements, and potential entry level jobs, while
different concentrations within a major had common courses and similar expected outcomes in
terms of entry level jobs (refer to Appendix B for an example). This review demonstrated a need
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to keep unique majors distinct from one another to evaluate major change, rather than group
majors into larger categories or academic colleges.
Next, the researcher reviewed institutional information published online and in the
university catalog to align majors that have been used for students who are not yet eligible to
declare a given major (referred to as “pre-” majors) with the related degree programs. For
example, students without advanced high school mathematics and science courses are not
eligible to
Table 3
Pre-Majors and Associated Majors
Category

Pre-Major

Major(s)

Engineering

Pre-Engineering

Health
Professions

Pre-Medical Science

Biomedical Engineering Chemical Engineering
Civil Engineering
Computer Engineering
Electrical Engineering
Industrial Engineering
Mechanical Engineering
Biomedical Science

Nursing

Pre-Nursing

Nursing

declare an Engineering major, but these students can enroll as “Pre-Engineering” majors as they
complete required preparatory coursework (USF, 2010; USF, 2021c). A student who changes
majors from Pre-Engineering to Electrical Engineering has technically changed his/her/their
major; however, it is more accurate to view this change as a reclassification of a student into
their intended major code. A student with this type of major change did not actually change their
field of study. The relationship between “pre” majors and degree programs is shown in Table 3
(USF, 2021b). The comprehensive list of majors (including those grouped with pre-majors) are
included in Appendix A. The researcher used the list of majors in Appendix A as unique
86

individual majors for the purpose of determining whether or not students changed majors at
specific points in time. In the data analysis, the participants were recorded as changing majors
from the first fall term to the second fall term only if they changed from one of the listed majors
to a different listed major. For example, a student who changed from Mathematics to Studio Art
would be recorded as major changed (1). Similarly, a student who changed from Pre-Nursing to
Public Health was recorded as major changed (1). A student who changed majors from PreNursing and Nursing was recorded as no major change (0).
Co-Variates
Within Astin’s (1993) I-E-O model, a variety of input characteristics (variables) can
affect an observed correlation between the college environment and an outcome measure.
Demographic factors such as gender, ethnicity, parental education, socioeconomic status, and
educational goals influence students’ college experiences (Nora & Crisp, 2012). Therefore, it is
important to attempt to control for as many input characteristics as possible (Astin, 1994). These
additional characteristics were considered co-variates or co-variables. Co-variates are defined as
“a possible predictive or explanatory variable of the dependent variable” (Salkind, 2010, p. 284).
One way to minimize the effects of co-variables is to include them in the logistical regression
model. Numerous studies have described the relationship between different student
characteristics and outcomes including grades and degree completion (e.g., Astin, 1993; Astin &
Oseguera, 2012; Camara & Echternacht, 2000; Oseguera, 2006; Leppel, 2002). Goodman and
Pascarella (2006) asserted that pre-college characteristics such as grades, commitment to
education, and educational attainment of parents “are likely to be confounded with the effects of
participating in the [first-year] seminar” (p. 27). Goodman and Pascarella (2006) recommended
that studies on the first-year seminar should control for pre-college characteristics by either
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matching groups based on pre-college characteristics, utilizing an experimental research design,
or using statistical procedures to control for pre-college characteristics. Among the many precollege characteristics in the literature studied in relationship to college completion, some of the
most salient pre-college factors include grades, standardized test scores, gender, place of
residence (on/off campus), parental income, parental education level, and major (Astin &
Oseguera, 2012). These types of co-variates may help to control for the many factors that affect
students’ change in major.
The final data for this study included: the type of first-year seminar course; major change
from first fall term to second fall term (yes/no); major change first fall term to graduation term
(yes/no); gender, ethnicity, campus residency (on or off campus); SAT total; ACT total; high
school GPA; first fall term cumulative college GPA; first-year seminar course grade; and
expectations about faculty-student interactions (SFI scale). The analysis of the data is discussed
in the next section.
Data Analysis
The analyses for each research question are discussed in the following sections. The data
were analyzed using descriptive statistics and inferential statistics. All statistical analyses were
computed using IBM’s SPSS Statistics software package.
Research Question 1
A t-test was used to answer Research Question 1, What is the difference, if any exists, in
average high school GPA between students who subsequently completed a discipline-specific
first-year seminar and students who subsequently completed a non-discipline specific first-year
seminar? An independent sample t-test was used to compare differences in the average high
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school GPA for the two groups (students who subsequently completed a discipline specific FYS
course and students who subsequently completed a non-discipline specific FYS).
Research Question 2
A t-test was used to answer Research Question 2, What is the difference, if any exists, in
incoming college students’ expectations about student-faculty interaction between students who
subsequently completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar and students who subsequently
completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar? An independent sample t-test was used to
compare differences in the average BCSSE scale about student-faculty interactions (EXP_SFI)
for the two groups (students who subsequently completed a discipline specific FYS course and
students who subsequently completed a non-discipline specific FYS).
Research Question 3
The research first looked at frequencies to answer Research Question 3, What is the
difference, if any exists, in college students’ likelihood to change major from their first fall term
to their second fall term, between students who completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar
and students who completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar (controlling for students’
pre-college characteristics and expectations about faculty interactions? Frequencies were
calculated for the participants’ major change from fall term 1 to fall term 2 (change/no change)
for each group (students who subsequently completed a discipline specific FYS course and
students who subsequently completed a non-discipline specific FYS). A chi square test of
independence was used to compare the frequencies of major change from fall term 1 to fall term
2 (change/no change) for participants in discipline specific FYS courses and non-discipline
specific FYS courses.
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Additionally, a binary logistical regression was used to determine the relationship
between the independent variables and the dichotomous dependent variable (major change)
(Johnson & Christensen, 2017). A logistic regression was used in SPSS in order to evaluate the
statistical significance and magnitude of the relationships between type of first-year seminar and
major change from fall term 1 to fall term 2. The co-variates used in the logistical regression for
Research Question 3 were: high school GPA, SAT score, ACT score, residence (on or off
campus), first fall term cumulative college GPA, final grade in first-year seminar course,
ethnicity, gender, and expectations about faculty interactions (SFI scale).
Research Question 4
The research also initially used frequencies to answer Research Question 4, What is the
difference, if any exists, in college students’ likelihood to change major from their first fall term
to their graduation term, between students who completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar
and students who completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar (controlling for students’
pre-college characteristics and expectations about faculty interactions? Frequencies were
calculated for the participants’ major change from fall term 1 to graduation term (change/no
change) for each group (students who subsequently completed a discipline specific FYS course
and students who subsequently completed a non-discipline specific FYS course). A chi square
test of independence was used to compare the frequencies of major change from fall term 1 to
graduation term (change/no change) for participants in discipline specific FYS courses and nondiscipline specific FYS courses. The analysis was only conducted for students who graduated
from the university (n=678).
Finally, a binary logistical regression was used to evaluate the statistical significance and
magnitude of the relationships between type of first-year seminar and major change from fall
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term 1 to graduation term. The co-variates used in the logistical regression for Research Question
4 were: high school GPA, SAT score, ACT score, residence (on or off campus), first fall term
cumulative college GPA, final grade in first-year seminar course, ethnicity, gender, and
expectations about faculty interactions.
Summary/Conclusion
This study included analysis of secondary data about first-time in college students who
participated in first-year seminar courses during their first fall semester of college. Information
about two groups within the sample (students who subsequently completed a discipline-specific
fist-year seminar course and students who subsequently completed a non-discipline specific firstyear seminar course) was analyzed to determine if there were any differences between the groups
in terms of their high school GPA, expectations about interactions with faculty, their change of
major from first fall term to second fall term, and their change of major from first fall term to
graduation term. Chapter Four presents the findings of the statistical analyses and address each
of the research questions.
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Chapter 4: Results
The purpose of this study was to compare the characteristics of students enrolled in
different types of FYS courses by examining their high school GPA, their expectations related to
interacting with faculty, whether they changed or did not change their major within the first year
of college, and whether they changed or did not change their major from their first fall term to
their final term of college. The goal was to determine the differences in characteristics, if any,
between students who decide to take a discipline-specific first-year seminar and students who
decide to take a non-discipline specific first-year seminar. The chapter discusses the
characteristics of the sample and the results of the analyses for each of the four research
questions.
Characteristics of the Sample
The sample consisted of 862 students. It included 332 students who completed a
discipline-specific first year seminar in Fall 2016 (38.5%) and 530 students who completed a
non-discipline specific first-year seminar (61.5%). The sample included 314 male students
(36.4%) and 548 female students (63.6%). The race/ethnicity identities of the sample were: 437
White (50.7%), 189 Hispanic (21.9%), 113 Asian (13.1%), 85 Black/African American (11%), 2
Native American/Pacific Islander (0.2%), and 26 no reported race/ethnicity (3%). There were
358 students who lived off campus (41.5%) and 504 students that lived on campus (58.5%). The
entire sample of 862 students was included in the grouping used for Research Question 1. For
Research Question 2, the grouping used from the sample was the 819 (95%), consisting of only
the participants who completed the BCSSE and had results for the student-faculty interaction
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(EXP_SFI) scale. Research Question 3 used the entire sample of 862 students for the
frequencies, but a smaller sample size (819) was used in the logistic regression based on the
number of individuals in the sample who had responses for the BCSSE SFI and a final grade in
the FYS course. For Research Question 4, the grouping used from the sample was the 678
(78.7%) of students who graduated before the end of the Spring 2021 term. Students who did not
graduate and students who did not have a final grade in the FYS course were excluded from the
grouping for Research Question 4. The 678 participants included in the group for Research
Question 4 included 271 (40%) students who completed a discipline-specific FYS course and
407 (60%) students who completed a non-discipline specific course.
Results
The results for each research question are discussed in the following sections. The results
of descriptive and inferential statistical tests are described as well as presented in tables.
Research Question 1
Research Question 1 was, What is the difference, if any exists, in average high school
GPA between students who subsequently completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar and
students who subsequently completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar? An
independent samples t-test was conducted to compare group means on high school GPA between
students who subsequently completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar and students who
subsequently completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar. Means and standard
deviations for the two groups are presented in Table 4.
Among the students who completed a FYS course (n=862), there was not a significant
difference in high school GPA between the students who subsequently completed a discipline
specific FYS course (M = 3.98, SD = .49) and the students who subsequently completed a non-
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discipline specific FYS (M = 4.01, SD = .42); (t860 = 1.03, p =.303, α = .05). The effect size was
small (Cohen’s d = 0.072), suggesting the difference in the group means is trivial or close to
zero.
Table 4
T-test Results for High School GPA by Type of FYS Course (N=862)
Variable

Discipline-Specific

Non-discipline Specific

HS GPA

M

SD

M

SD

3.98

.492

4.01

.418

t

p

1.030

.303

Research Question 2
Research Question 2 was, What is the difference, if any exists, in average high school
GPA between students who subsequently completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar and
students who subsequently completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar? An
independent samples t-test was conducted to compare group means on the BCSSE SFI Scale
between students who subsequently completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar and
students who subsequently completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar. Means and
standard deviations for the two groups are presented in Table 5. Among the students who
completed a FYS course and had a response for the BCSSE SFI Scale (n= 819), there was not a
significant difference in expected student-faculty interaction between the students who
subsequently completed a discipline specific FYS course (M = 34.76, SD = 12.86) and the
students who subsequently completed a non-discipline specific FYS course (M = 33.43, SD =
12.58; t817 = -1.46, p = .145, α = .05). The effect size was small (Cohen’s d = -0.105), suggesting
the difference in the group means is trivial or close to zero.
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Table 5
T-test Results for the SFI Scale by Type of FYS Course (N=819)
FYS Seminar Type
Variable

Discipline-Specific

Non-discipline Specific

BCSSE SFI

M

SD

M

SD

Scale

34.76

12.859

33.43

12.576

t

p

-1.458

.145

Research Question 3
The researcher first looked at the frequencies of major change to answer Research
Question 3, What is the difference, if any exists, in college students’ likelihood to change major
from their first fall term to their second fall term, between students who completed a disciplinespecific first-year seminar and students who completed a non-discipline specific first-year
seminar (controlling for students’ pre-college characteristics and expectations about faculty
interactions)? The percentages of students who changed majors from their first fall term to their
second fall term for students who completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar and students
who completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar are presented in Table 6. For the 862
students who completed a first-year seminar, 24% of students who completed a disciplinespecific first-year seminar changed their major and 26% students who completed a nondiscipline specific first-year seminar changed their major.
Next, a chi square test of independence was used to compare the frequencies of major
change from first fall term to second fall term for participants in discipline specific FYS courses
and non-discipline specific FYS courses. Expected frequencies in all cells were greater than five.
The pattern of major change from first fall term (year 1) to second fall term (year 2) by students
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Table 6
Frequency of Major Change Year 1 to Year 2 by Type for FYS (N=862)

Major
Change Year
Change
1 to Year 2
No change

Discipline Specific FYS

Non-Discipline Specific FYS

n

%

n

%

80

24.1

139

26.2

252

75.9

391

78.8

in discipline-specific FYS courses did not differ statistically significantly from the pattern of
major change by students in non-discipline specific FYS courses (x2(1) = 0.49, p = .485, α = .05,
Cramer’s V = 0.024). There was no statistically significant association between type of FYS and
major change from first fall term to second fall term
Finally, a binary logistic regression analysis was conducted to investigate if type of FYS
course, high school GPA, SAT score, ACT score, residence (on or off campus), first fall term
cumulative college GPA, final grade in first-year seminar course, ethnicity (White, Hispanic,
Black, Asian), gender, and expectations about faculty interactions (SFI scale) predicted major
change from first fall term to second fall term. The outcome of interest (dependent variable) was
major change first fall term to second fall term (yes/no). The independent variables were type of
FYS course, high school GPA, SAT score, ACT score, residence (on or off campus), first fall
term cumulative college GPA, final grade in first-year seminar course, ethnicity, gender, and
expectations about faculty interactions (SFI scale).
The initial step in the binary regression analysis was to test for collinearity. Collinearity
or multicollinearity may occur when independent variables are correlated to each other
(Chatterjee & Simonoff, 2013). Collinearity between predictor variables in a regression analysis
can result in instability in the regression coefficients (Chatterjee & Simonoff, 2013). The
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variance inflation factor (VIF) was used to test the correlations between variables (Chatterjee &
Simonoff, 2013; Hair et al., 2018). A VIF value of 10.0 is a commonly interpreted as a high
degree of collinearity, but values of 4.0 or higher may also indicate a problem due to collinearity
(Hair et al., 2018). The VIF first fall term cumulative college GPA was 3.350, and the VIF for
final grade in first-year seminar course was 3.129; all other VIFs were below 1.5. Since these
VIF values for final grade in FYS course and first term cumulative college GPA were close to 4,
the researcher decided to also test the correlations between independent variables using
Pearson’s correlation coefficient (r). Variables with complete collinearity have an r of 1, and
variables with no collinearity have an r value of 0 (Hair et al., 2018). A correlation coefficient of
r = .5 is commonly used as the threshold to indicate a strong or large correlation (Belsley et al.,
1980). The Pearson’s correlation coefficient for final grade in first-year seminar course and first
fall term cumulative college GPA was greater than .5 (r = .807). It is not surprising the FYS
course grade and first fall term college GPA are correlated, since the GPA is a function of the
course grade. Based on the indications that collinearity was present between final grade in FYS
course and first term cumulative college GPA, the researcher simplified the model by removing
FYS course grade as an independent variable. Additionally, since there were less than 10 cases
of participants reporting their identity as American Indian, those cases were excluded from the
model as one of the values of the independent variable ethnicity (Hosmer et al., 2013).
The results of the binary logistic regression are presented in Table 7. The overall model
was not statistically significant, x2(11) = 12.865, p = .302, α = .05. The -2 Log likelihood was
366.785, the Cox and Snell R Square was .039, and the Nagelkerke R Square was 0.057. The
model explained a low amount of the variance in major change from first fall term to second fall
term (only 5.7%). The model results showed the p values for type of FYS course, gender,
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ethnicity (White, Hispanic, Black, Asian), campus residence (on or off campus), SAT score,
ACT score, high school GPA, first fall term cumulative college GPA, and expectations about
faculty interactions (SFI scale) were not significant (p > .05 for these variables).
Table 7
Predictors of Major Change from Year 1 to Year 2 (N=862)

FYS Type
Gender
Ethnicity-White
EthnicityHispanic
Ethnicity- Black
Ethnicity-Asian
Campus
Residence
(on/off)
SAT Score
ACT Score
HS GPA
First Fall Term
Cumulative
College GPA
BCSSE SFI
Scale

B

Standard
error

Wald

df

p

Exp (B)
Odds
Ratio
1.082
1.459

.079
.378

.277
.295

.007

.308

.080
1.645
4.227
.001

1
1
3
1

.777
.200
.238
.981

-1.246
.168
.054

.638
.414
.285

3.815
.165
.036

1
1
1

.051
.685
.850

.288
1.183
1.055

.000
-.037
-.243
-.368

.002
.055
.398
.212

.088
.455
.372
3.016

1
1
1
1

.767
.500
.082
.440

1.000
.964
.784
.692

.008

.010

.596

1

.650

1.008

1.007

Research Question 4
Research Question 4 was, What is the difference, if any exists, in college students’
likelihood to change major from their first fall term to their graduation term, between students
who completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar and students who completed a nondiscipline specific first-year seminar (controlling for students’ pre-college characteristics and
expectations about faculty interactions)? To answer this question, the researcher first looked at
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the percentages of students who changed major from first fall term to graduation term between
two groups. The two groups consisted of students who completed a discipline-specific first-year
seminar and students who completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar. For the 678
students who completed a first-year seminar and graduated from the university, 38.0% of
students who completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar changed their major and 41.3%
students who completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar changed their major. The
frequencies of major change from first fall term to graduation term are presented in Table 8.
Table 8
Frequency of Major Change Year 1 to Graduation Term by Type of FYS (N= 678)
Discipline Specific FYS
Major
Change
Change
Year 1 to
Graduation
No
Term
change

N

%

Non-discipline Specific
FYS
n
%

103

38.0

168

41.3

168

62.0

239

58.7

Next, a chi square test of independence was used to compare the frequencies of major
change from first fall term to graduation term for students who completed discipline specific
FYS courses and students who completed non-discipline specific FYS courses. Expected
frequencies in all cells were greater than five. The pattern of major change from first fall term to
graduation term by students in discipline-specific FYS courses did not differ statistically
significantly from the pattern of major change by students in non-discipline specific FYS
courses, x2(1) = .73, p = .394, α = .05, Cramer’s V = .033.
Finally, a binary logistic regression model was conducted to investigate if type of FYS
course, high school GPA, SAT score, ACT score, residence (on or off campus), first fall term
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cumulative college GPA, final grade in first-year seminar course, ethnicity, gender, and
expectations about faculty interactions (SFI scale) predicted major change from first fall term to
graduation term. The outcome of interest (dependent variable) was major change first fall term to
graduation term (yes/no). The independent variables were type of FYS course, high school GPA,
SAT score, ACT score, residence (on or off campus), first fall term cumulative college GPA,
final grade in first-year seminar course, ethnicity, gender, and expectations about faculty
interactions (SFI scale).
The initial step in the binary regression analysis was to test for collinearity. The variance
inflation factor (VIF) was used to test the correlations between variables, and a threshold of 4.0
was used to determine degree of collinearity (Chatterjee, & Simonoff, 2013; Hair et al., 2018).
The VIF first fall term cumulative college GPA was 1.933, and the VIF for final grade in firstyear seminar course was 1.746; all other VIFs were below 1.5. Since first term cumulative
college GPA is a function of final grade in FYS course, the researcher decided to also test the
correlations between independent variables using Pearson’s correlation coefficient (r), and a
coefficient of .5 was used as the threshold (Belsley et al., 1980). The Pearson’s correlation
coefficient for final grade in first-year seminar course and first fall term cumulative college GPA
was slightly larger than .5 (r = .597). Based on the FYS course letter grade being included in the
first fall term cumulative college GPA and the likelihood that some collinearity was present
between final grade in FYS course and first term cumulative college GPA, the researcher
decided to remove FYS course grade as an independent variable in the model. Also, cases of
participants reporting their identity as American Indian were excluded from the model as an
independent variable due there being less than 10 cases (Hosmer et al., 2013).
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Table 9
Predictors of Major Change from Year 1 to Graduation Term (N=678)

FYS Type
Gender
EthnicityWhite
EthnicityHispanic
EthnicityBlack
EthnicityAsian
Campus
Residence
(on/off)
SAT Score
ACT Score
HS GPA
First Fall
Term
College GPA
BCSSE SFI
Scale

B

Standard
error

Wald

df

p

Exp (B)
Odds
Ratio
.867
1.365

-.142
.311

.298
.319

.228
.955
6.069

1
1
3

.633
.328
.108

-.626

.354

3.125

1

.077

.535

-.331

.518

.410

1

.522

.718

.465

.442

1.108

1

.293

1.592

.330

.315

1.103

1

.294

1.392

.001
-.066
-.364
-1.826

.002
.060
.450
.422

.280
1.182
.653
18.760

1
1
1
1

.597
.277
.419
.000

1.001
.937
.695
.161

-.006

.012

.253

1

.615

.994

The results of the binary logistic regression are presented in Table 9. The overall model
was statistically significant, x2(11) = 38.014, p < .001, α = .05. The -2 Log likelihood was
309.097, the Cox and Snell R Square was .137, and the Nagelkerke R Square was .185. The
model explained 18.5% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in major change from fall term to
graduation term. The model results showed that the variables of type of FYS course, gender,
ethnicity, campus residence (on or off campus), SAT score, ACT score, high school GPA, and
expectations about faculty interactions (SFI scale) were not statistically significant (p > .05 for
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all). The variable first fall term cumulative college GPA was a significant predictor of major
change from first fall term to graduation term (p < .001). Controlling for FYS course, gender,
ethnicity, campus residence (on or off campus), SAT score, ACT score, high school GPA, and
expectations about faculty interactions (SFI scale), first fall term cumulative college GPA was
found to contribute to the model, unstandardized B = -1.826, SE = .422, Wald = 18.760, p < .001.
The odds ratio measures the likelihood of a dichotomous independent variable to be associated
with another characteristic or condition (Hosmer et al., 2013). The estimated odds ratio for first
term cumulative college GPA was less than one (Exp(B) = .161), indicating that higher first term
cumulative college GPA was associated with lower likelihood of changing majors from first fall
term to graduation term. In other words, for every letter grade increase in first fall term
cumulative college GPA (e.g., moving from 2.70 GPA or B- average to 3.00 GPA or B average),
the odds of changing majors before graduation decreased by about 84%.
Summary/Conclusion
This chapter presented the statistical analyses used to investigate the four research
questions within this study. The research questions compared the average high school GPA for
students who completed a discipline-specific FYS course and a non-discipline specific FYS
course as well as the average BCSSE scale about student-faculty interactions (SFI scale) for the
two groups of students. The results demonstrated there was not a statistically significant
difference in the groups’ average high school GPA, nor was there a statistically significant
difference in the groups’ average SFI scale.
Additional research questions examined whether the type of first-year seminar predicted
the likelihood of students changing their majors from first fall term to second fall term and from
first fall term to graduation term. Additional co-variates were added to control for other variables
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that might contribute to major change. Chi square tests of independence demonstrated that the
patterns of major change from first fall term (year 1) to second fall term (year 2) between the two
groups of students were not statistically significantly different. The difference in the group
means was trivial or close to zero. Similarly, chi square tests of independence demonstrated the
patterns of major change from first fall term to graduation term between the two groups were not
statistically significant and any difference in group means was trivial.
Prior to running a model of binary logistic regression, tests for collinearity among the
independent variables led the researcher to simplify the model and exclude final grade in firstyear seminar course from the model. The binary logistic regression model for Research Question
3 demonstrated no statistically significant relationships between the independent variables (type
of FYS course, high school GPA, SAT score, ACT score, residence (on or off campus), first fall
term cumulative college GPA, ethnicity, gender, and expectations about faculty interactions (SFI
scale) and major change first fall term to second fall term). The binary logistic regression model
for Research Question 4 demonstrated a statistically significant relationship between first fall
term college GPA and major change year 1 to graduation (final) term. Higher first term
cumulative college GPA was associated with decreased likelihood of changing majors from year
1 to graduation term. Chapter 5 discusses the conclusions and implications from these results.
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Chapter 5: Interpretation, Conclusions, and Recommendations
The purpose of this research was to explore the characteristics of students who completed
two different types of first-year seminars during their first fall term of college. Participants in this
study completed either a discipline specific FYS course or a non-discipline specific FYS course.
This chapter includes a discussion of major findings related to comparing the two groups of
students on their high school grade point average, expectations about student-faculty
interactions, major change from first fall term to second fall term, and major change from first
fall term to their graduation term. This chapter also includes a discussion on the connections
between this study and other research on first-year seminars, student characteristics, and major
change. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the limitations of the study, areas for future
research, and a summary.
Purpose of the Study
First-year seminar courses are prolific across institutions of higher education across the
country, but these courses also vary considerably from school to school (Young & Hopp, 2014;
Young 2018a; Young & Skidmore, 2019). Many studies on first-year seminars investigated the
outcomes of FYS courses by looking at the relationships between completing a FYS and
retention, graduation rates, academic performance, campus involvement, student engagement,
and student learning outcomes (Goodman & Pascarella, 2006; Keup & Petschauer, 2011;
Permzadian & Crede, 2016). Some of these studies incorporated student characteristics (i.e.,
demographic data points) to better understand outcomes for different sub-groups of students
(Barton & Donohue, 2009; Ferreira, 2017; Weissman & Magill, 2018). Several compared
different types of FYS courses in the national (Swing, 2002; Young, 2002) or institutional
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context (Barton & Donohue, 2009; Boettler et al., 2020; Friedman & Marsh, 2009; Holliday,
2014; Ryan & Glenn, 2004; Weissman & Magill, 2008; Zerr & Bjerke, 2016). Only a few of
these studies utilized student expectations or perceptions as a method for comparing FYS courses
(Barton & Donohue, 2009; Zerr & Bjerke, 2016), and Ehlers (2014) appeared to be the only one
to examine whether students remain enrolled in the same academic college following enrollment
in different types of FYS course. While research on first-year seminars is quite prevalent, using
major change as an outcome by which to compare FYS types is a relatively unique inquiry.
The purpose of this study was to learn about the high school GPA, expectations about
student faculty interactions, and subsequent major changes for students who participated in
discipline-specific first-year seminar courses and students who participated in non-discipline
specific first-year seminar courses. The discipline-specific FYS course refers to a specialized
version of the FYS course, which incorporates an introduction to a major or academic discipline
within the course topics (Ehlers, 2014; Swing, 2002). The non-discipline specific FYS course
refers to broadly focused FYS courses that address the transition to college without an emphasis
on any specific major or academic program. The following research questions were investigated:
1. What is the difference, if any exists, in average high school GPA between students who
subsequently completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar and students who
subsequently completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar?
2. What is the difference, if any exists, in incoming college students’ expectations about
student-faculty interaction between students who subsequently completed a disciplinespecific first-year seminar and students who subsequently completed a non-discipline
specific first-year seminar?
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3. What is the difference, if any exists, in college students’ likelihood to change major from
their first fall term to their second fall term, between students who completed a
discipline-specific first-year seminar and students who completed a non-discipline
specific first-year seminar (controlling for students’ pre-college characteristics and
expectations about faculty interactions)?
4. What is the difference, if any exists, in college students’ likelihood to change major from
their first fall term to their graduation term, between students who completed a disciplinespecific first-year seminar and students who completed a non-discipline specific first-year
seminar (controlling for students’ pre-college characteristics and expectations about
faculty interactions)?
Summary of Findings
To address the research questions, this study utilized secondary data from student
records, including high school GPA, responses to the BCSSE scale on expected student-faculty
interaction, and declared major at three specific points in time. For Research Question 1, an
independent samples t-test was conducted to compare group means on high school GPA between
students who subsequently completed a discipline-specific first-year seminar and students who
subsequently completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar. There was not a statistically
significant difference in average high school GPA between the two groups of students. For
Research Question 2, an independent samples t-test was conducted to compare group means on
the BCSSE SFI Scale between students who subsequently completed a discipline-specific firstyear seminar and students who subsequently completed a non-discipline specific first-year
seminar. There was not a statistically significant difference in the average SFI scale between the
two groups of students. To address Research Question 3, first the two groups were compared on
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the frequencies of major change from their first fall term to their second fall term. The chi-square
test between the two groups for frequency of major change from the first fall term to their second
fall term was not statistically significant. A chi square test was also used to examine major
change from first fall term to graduation term for Research Question 4. The results showed that
the difference in the frequency of major change from first fall term to graduation term between
the two groups was not statistically significant.
Two separate regression models were created for Research Question 3 and for Research
Question 4. For Research Question 3, the binary regression model showed that the variables of
type of FYS course, high school GPA, SAT score, ACT score, residence (on or off campus),
ethnicity, gender, first fall term cumulative college GPA, and expectations about faculty
interactions (SFI scale) were not significant predictors of major change from first fall term to
second fall term (p > .05 for all the variables). For Research Question 4, the type of FYS course,
high school GPA, SAT score, ACT score, residence (on or off campus), ethnicity, gender, and
expectations about faculty interactions (SFI scale) were not significant predictors of major
change from first fall term to graduation term (p > .05 for all of the variables). The variable first
fall term cumulative college GPA was a statistically significant predictor of major change from
first fall term to graduation term (p < .001).
Discussion of Findings
First-year seminar (FYS) courses tend to focus on preparing students for successful
academic and social integration into the college environment (Barefoot et al., 1998; Hunter &
Linder, 2005; Mayhew et al., 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Roufs, 2007; Upcraft et al.,
2005; Young & Skidmore, 2019). Many of the studies on FYS courses focused on measuring
outcomes such as college grades, retention, and graduation rates (Cone, 1991; Davis, 1992;
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Fidler, 1991; Fidler & Moore 1996; Klatt & Ray, 2014; Maisto & Tammi, 1991; Miller et al.,
2007; Miller & Lesik, 2014; Permzadian & Credé, 2016; Robbins et al., 2005; Schnell &
Doetkett, 2003; Shanley & Witten, 1990; Starke et al., 2001; Young & Chung, 2019). While
there is notable documentation of several different types of FYS courses (Permzadian & Crede,
2016; Young & Skidmore, 2019), relatively few studies compared the different types of FYS
courses (Barton & Donohue, 2009; Boettler et al., 2020; Culver & Bowman, 2020; Friedman &
Marsh, 2009; Ryan & Glenn, 2004; Swaner & Brownell, 2010; Swing, 2002; Weissman &
Magill, 2008; Woolfork‐Barnes, 2017). This study sought to add to the literature comparing
students in different types of FYS courses by examining student characteristics (high school
GPA), expectations (student-faculty interactions), and patterns of major change (change over one
year and change from beginning of college to graduation).
The findings from this study add to those reported by Ehlers (2014), who utilized
multiple assessments to compare students enrolled in different FYS courses including persistence
within their academic college. Like this study, Ehlers (2014) conducted a single-institution study
comparing the students who had taken discipline-specific FYS courses and students who had
taken extended orientation type FYS courses. Both this study and Ehlers (2014) reported no
significant difference in patterns of major change when comparing the groups of students
enrolled in different types of FYS courses. In this study, first semester college GPA was the only
variable found to be significant in terms of predicting likelihood of major change. The next few
paragraphs discuss the results for each research question in the context of the existing literature
on FYS courses.
The results for Research Question 1 indicated no difference in average high school GPA
between the students in each type of FYS, suggesting that most students who completed either
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type of first-year seminar had similar high school grades. This finding is similar to what some
previous researchers have reported about high school academic profiles of students enrolled in
different types of FYS course. For example, Weissman and Magill (2008) found no significant
differences in the high school GPA between groups of students who completed an extendedorientation type of FYS course and students who enrolled in a discipline-based FYS course. Zerr
and Bjerke (2016) reported nearly identical mean high school GPAs between the group of
students in an academic themed FYS course and the group of students in an extended orientation
type FYS course. Boettler et al. (2020) compared students who took a three-credit FYS courses
with one of four different themes, and they also did not report the high school GPAs to be
significantly different across the four groups. Similarly, Barton and Donohue (2009) found no
significant difference in high school class rank (which is based on high school GPA) for students
in a four-credit academic themed FYS class and students in a one-credit extended orientation
type FYS course. Ryan and Glenn (2004) also used class rank to compare students who enrolled
in a two credit study skills FYS course and students who enrolled in a three-credit extended
orientation FYS course. However, Ryan and Glenn (2004) did report statistically significant
differences in the high school class rank between the two groups. The findings from this study
and these other prior studies suggest that most of the time, students enrolled in any type of FYS
tend be quite similar to each other in terms of their high school academic performance. One
possible explanation for the similarity in HS GPA is the academic profiles of the admitted
students. According to NACAC, between 2014 and 2017, grades in all courses (overall GPA)
were considered more important than grades in college preparatory courses and the strength of
the high school curriculum overall in admissions decisions (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). It is
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possible the freshman cohorts in these studies began college with similar HS GPAs based on
admissions processes.
Research Question 2 compared students’ expectations about student-faculty interactions
using results from the BCSSE student-faculty interaction (SFI) scale. The BCSSE survey
provides a comprehensive report on student perspectives prior to the start of college (Barton &
Donohue, 2009). In this study, there were no statistically significant differences in the average
BCSSE SFI score between the two groups based on FYS course type. In this case, students’
predictions about how or how much they would interact with faculty (Kuh et al., 2006) were
essentially the same for students in both types of FYS course. These findings differed from those
reported by Barton and Donohue (2009), who used the BCSSE to compare students who took a
three credit FYS and students who took a one credit FYS course. Barton and Donohue (2009)
reported students in the three credit FYS course had higher expectations for academic work,
obtaining academic help, discussing grades or assignments with instructors, and attending
campus activities than students who took the one credit FYS course. Additionally, Zerr and
Bjerke (2016) found differences on the NSSE instrument, which is often used as a companion to
BCSSE, between the groups of students who had enrolled in an academic themed FYS course
and students who had enrolled in an extended orientation type of FYS course. Zerr and Bjerke
(2016) reported that students in the academic themed FYS courses had higher scores on several
areas of the NSSE instrument, including higher scores on items related to students’ interactions
with faculty members. Zerr and Bjerke’s (2016) findings suggested that academic themed
seminars are more effective at increasing students’ academic engagement than the extended
orientation seminars. Similarly, Starke et al. (2001) reported that students who take any type of
FYS course seem to have better relationships with faculty than students who do not take an FYS
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course. One possible explanation for why there was no difference in the BCSSE SFI scores
between the groups in this study is that the two types of FYS courses were relatively similar in
terms of the credit hours, faculty-student ratio, and the academic effort required to be successful
(e.g. time studying, class attendance). It appears the classes examined in Barton & Donohue’s
(2009) study and Zerr and Bjerke’s (2016) study were more distinct in terms of credit hours and
course topics/emphasis. This study’s use of only the student-faculty interaction (SFI) scale seems
to have limited the opportunities for comparison between the two groups of students on the
BCSSE instrument. This limitation and ideas for future research are discussed in later sections.
While this study did not find any significant differences in the high school GPA or the
pre-college expectations for faculty interactions for students who completed the two types of
FYS courses, other researchers have found differences between the populations of students who
take different types of FYS courses. Weissman and Magill (2008) reported different outcomes on
retention and college grades for students who completed two different types of FYS courses at a
single institution; however, the results were only significant when the student population was
further classified into subgroups (i.e., high/medium/low high school GPA or high/medium/low
levels of motivation). As mentioned previously, Barton and Donohue (2009) found that students
who took a four-credit academic-themed FYS course had higher expectations and higher SAT
scores than students who took a one-credit extended-orientation FYS course. Barton and
Donohue (2009) reported the main differences between the two groups were in the students’ precollege characteristics and expectations, as there was no significant difference in the college
GPAs or the retention rates for the two groups. Using the NSSE self-reported data, Barton and
Donohue (2009) concluded that students in the four-credit FYS course worked harder on
academics, engaged in more campus activities, and discussed their grades more often than their
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peers in the one-credit FYS course. Barton and Donohue’s (2009) findings suggested that
differences observed between the student groups enrolled in different FYS courses could
possibly be related to the different experiences within the FYS courses. The four-credit FYS
courses may have been more likely to meet the students’ expectations in terms of course rigor,
interactions with faculty, and opportunities for campus engagement. However, it is also possible
that the differences between students within the two types of FYS courses may not have had
anything to do with the FYS course experience. The differences observed when comparing the
students enrolled in each of the two types of FYS courses may have been a result of the
characteristics of the population of the students taking each course. Essentially, a different type
of student seemed to enroll in the four-credit course than the type of student that was likely to
enroll in the one credit course (Barton & Donohue, 2009). The current study and the existing
literature suggest that more information is needed to better understand the relationships between
pre-college characteristics and participation in different types of FYS courses.
Research Question 3 and Research Question 4 required looking at patterns of major
change at different points in time. A portion of students in each group did change their major
from first fall term and second fall term (24.1% in discipline-specific and 26.2% in nondiscipline specific). A portion of the participants also changed their majors from first fall term to
graduation term (38.0% in discipline-specific and 41.3% in non-discipline specific) (refer back to
Table 6 on page 94 and Table 8 on page 99). These results are consistent with national data,
which report that most college students change their majors at least once before graduating (Leu,
2017; Venit, 2016). In this study, there was not a significant difference in students’ likelihood of
changing majors between the students who completed a discipline specific FYS course and the
students who completed a non-discipline specific FYS course. Even though the discipline-
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specific FYS courses included an introduction to a major or academic discipline in addition to
assisting students in their academic and social development, students in these types of classes
were just as likely to change majors as students in non-discipline specific courses. Ehlers (2014)
also reported no significant difference in the proportion of students who changed colleges for
students who completed an extended-orientation type FYS course and students who completed a
discipline-specific type FYS course. These findings do not necessarily mean there is no value in
offering discipline-specific first-year seminar courses as an introduction to a major or academic
discipline. The opportunity to learn more about a major or career field, to interact with other
students, and to interact with faculty are each an element of the major satisfaction model, and
they are the types of experiences that help students either confirm or question their choice of
major (Milsom & Coughlin, 2015). Astin’s I-E-O model demonstrated how a variety of precollege experiences and characteristics and the college environment itself all interact to shape
who students are and what choices they make during and after college (Astin, 1993; Mayhew et
al., 2016). Choosing a major is a complex decision, and it appears that students who enroll either
type of FYS course may be prompted to change their major due to any number of factors
(Astorne-Figari and Speer, 2019; Milsom & Coughlin, 2015).
The findings from this study suggested that students with higher college GPAs were less
likely to change their majors than students with lower college GPAs. Sklar (2018) reported
similar associations between college GPAs and major change. The findings also aligned with
Milsom and Coughlin’s (2015) major satisfaction model, which indicates that class performance
is one of the potential reasons that students may feel dissatisfied or satisfied with their college
major. Major dissatisfaction might occur when students recognize a mismatch in their academic
abilities (i.e., subject matter competencies) or other factors such as the relative competitiveness
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or grading standards in their current major (Astorne-Figari & Speer, 2019). Many students
appear to be prompted to change majors based on grades, especially when their grades are worse
than they initially expected (Astorne-Figari and Speer, 2019; Stinebrickner & Stinebrickner,
2014). Other studies have also reported that lower college GPA is associated with greater
likelihood of major change (Astorne-Figari & Speer, 2018; Astorne-Figari, & Speer, 2019; Sklar,
2018). However, changing majors does not necessarily mean that students’ grades will improve.
Astorne-Figari and Speer (2019) looked at students’ GPAs in the first two years of college and
GPAs in the second two years of college, and they found that changing majors was not
associated with grade improvement. Switching into a new major may not necessarily help
students recover from poor grades in the first two years of college. It is possible that first- or
second-year college students recognize their first major is not a good fit, but they do not have
enough information about their academic competencies to select a new major that will be a better
fit academically (Astorne-Figari & Speer, 2019). A good fit major can help to create a dynamic
self-efficacy loop in which students to perform well in classes, are interested in the material, and
feel more confident in their abilities (Allen, 1996; Allen & Robbins, 2010; Astorne-Figari &
Speer, 2019; Guan et al., 2006; Robbins, et al., 2004; Tracey & Robbins, 2006). Students’
perceptions about the relative fit between themselves and their college major may impact their
sense of confidence in their academic abilities (Wessel, Ryan, & Oswald, 2008). More research
is needed to explore relationships between academic self-efficacy, commitment, and sense of
major fit (Wessel, Ryan, & Oswald, 2008). The results of this study have implications for both
practice and future research, which are discussed in the sections that follow.
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Implications
This study found no significant differences between students who completed two
different types of FYS courses when comparing their high school grades, expectations about
interacting with faculty, major change from first fall term to second fall term, and major change
from first fall term to second fall term. This appears consistent with other single institution
studies comparing students across different types of FYS that report no significant differences
between students in different types of FYS courses on different measures (Barton & Donohue,
2009; Boettler et al., 2020; Ehlers, 2014; Ferreira, 2017; Friedman & Marsh, 2009; Zerr &
Bjerke, 2016). However, the results provide insight that might improve future practice and
research related to college students and first-year seminar courses.
Major Change
This study found that 24% of students who completed a discipline-specific first-year
seminar and 26% of students who completed a non-discipline specific first-year seminar changed
their major within their first year of college. Additionally, 38% of students who completed a
discipline-specific first-year seminar and 41.3% students who completed a non-discipline
specific first-year seminar changed their major prior to graduating. These findings are consistent
with Leu’s (2017) report that about 33% of students enrolled in bachelor’s degree programs
change their majors at least one time prior to graduation. These figures may be concerning to
college leaders since students who change majors typically require more time to graduate and
additional time may also increase the cost of their degree (Allen & Robbins, 2010; Cebula &
Lopes, 1982; Dryesdale et al., 2015; The Education Advisory Board, 2016). For example,
Florida law requires state colleges and universities to charge higher tuition rates after students
exceed the number of credit hours required to earn a degree (e.g., 120 hours), including classes
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that they have failed, repeated, withdrawn from, and transferred from another institution.
Therefore, Florida college students could potentially pay nearly double the normal tuition rate if
they change into a major for which some of their prior courses are not applicable (Florida Shines,
2022; University of West Florida, 2022a). The University of West Florida (2022b) recommends
that students only register for classes that are degree applicable to avoid excess credit hour
charges. Prior to changing majors, students are encouraged to research the new major and any
related career opportunities; examine how many credits they have earned towards their current
major; look at how many of their college credits will apply to a new major; consider graduating
and pursuing a second bachelor’s degree or a graduate degree; and meeting with an academic
advisor in the new major to discuss the new major’s requirements (University of West Florida,
2022b). Students considering changing their majors need significant guidance from academic
advisors and financial aid advisors to inform them about the consequences of changing majors.
Academic advising services could include robust support for students transitioning majors by
employing academic advisors with experience in developmental advising, career counseling, and
mental health counseling to guide students through the major change process (McKenzie et al.,
2017).
The findings from this study also suggest that colleges administrators need to assess what
information students have about their major and career goals prior to enrollment in college.
Students’ major-interest fit could be assessed prior to matriculation by using a career interest
inventory based on the Holland code assessment system. Web-based resources could be provided
to help students and their families understand their career interests/personality and related majors
and occupations. Academic advising sessions for pre-matriculated college students should
include discussion of career interests and academic competencies that are essential for specific
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majors (i.e., arithmetic, reading comprehension). It is difficult to understand what knowledge
about majors and careers students have gained from their K-12 education. It is likely that when
choosing their college major, students did not have appropriate perceptions about themselves,
their interests, or their major options (Wessel et al., 2008). Offering new college students specific
types of career-related inventories or assessments may improve their major decision making as
well as their subsequent academic performance. Academic departments should provide
information to prospective students about each major, including what the academic program or
discipline is about, what skills and abilities are needed to be successful in this major, the specific
educational requirements or degree plan (i.e., courses and pre-requisites) and related careers or
entry-level jobs. Career counselors could prepare major information guides that provide
incoming students and their families with information about Holland’s vocational types and the
associated majors. This type of service would help students more easily identify possible majors
that align with their own interest/personality/skills profile.
College Grades and Major Change
In this study, first semester cumulative college GPA was the only variable that was
significantly related to major change from first fall term to final (graduation) term. It seems that
helping students identify majors that align with their interests and skills can have a positive
impact on their subsequent academic performance (Guan et al., 2006; McKenzie et al., 2017;
Milsom & Coughlin, 2017; Tracey & Robbins, 2006). Academic advising offices and career
centers should implement programs and services that help students identify which majors align
best with their abilities and interests (Bacio, 2017; Gardner et al., 2010; Gardner, 2000). For
example, the academic expectations for college majors (i.e., GPA requirements, course
requirements, prerequisites) should be communicated clearly to students. Academic advisors
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should bring attention to courses that often impede students’ progression in the major (so called
gatekeeping or weed-out courses) when helping students create their class schedules. It might
also be prudent to assess students’ ability to adapt to changing environments, as students with
higher levels of adaptability are less likely to change their major and more likely to have higher
GPAs when compared to students with low adaptability (Wessel et al., 2008).
Students with GPAs between 2.00 and 3.00 might represent the best opportunity for
intervention for college leaders in terms of improving institutional retention and graduation rates
(Venit, 2014). College administrators could use information about college students’ GPAs to
identify underperforming students. They could implement programs and services that target firstyear students with GPAs between 2.00 and 3.00 with the goal of advising students about which
majors may improve their ability to persist and graduate on time. Students with lower GPAs may
also be dealing with feelings of loss of confidence and motivation. College leaders should ensure
that academic advisors and career counselors/advisors communicate with students in these
situations immediately after their first semester in college. Advisors should discuss topics such as
poor academic performance, loss of interest, and loss of motivation with these low performing
students. To help encourage better grades during their next term, academic advisors should talk
with students about their future course loads and help students determine what courses they can
realistically manage in the context of personal or family responsibilities, work, or co-curricular
activities. Students could attend workshops with a learning coach and gain a better understanding
of specific academic skills (i.e., time-management, effective notetaking, reading textbooks, or
preparing for tests). Students on academic probation (e.g., below 2.00 GPA) could be required to
enroll in a developmental course that focuses on academic skills and participate in advising or
coaching sessions on selecting a good fit major. Academic advisors should also help students to

118

develop alternative plans, in case their current major is determined not to be a good fit or if they
become ineligible to continue in their current major based on their GPA. Students who receive
academic advising specifically related to choosing a new major are likely to perform better
academically than students who do not receive that type of advising (McKenzie et al., 2017).
Faculty may also be able to help students better understand student-major fit. Instructors
should make sure to help students understand the type of feedback they will receive in their class
(including grades), and how grades might inform students’ choices about future courses or
evaluate their potential future success in their college major. Faculty can help students
understand the implications of students’ grades on future academic performance or as feedback
about the students’ aptitude for their major field. A faculty or graduate student mentoring
program for new undergraduate students could provide an opportunity for students to network as
well as learn about some of the less obvious characteristics of academic disciplines, such as the
relative competitiveness or grading practices within a department.
Since it is common for students to change their major, college administrators should
consider how to develop policies and practices that allow for students to change their major with
minimal impact on progress to graduation or additional costs. One strategy is the use of metamajors for freshman and sophomore students. Meta-majors combine majors or programs of study
into larger groups based on related career clusters or common interests (e.g., social and
behavioral sciences, health sciences, or arts and humanities) (EAB, 2016b). Schools using metamajors can create clusters of courses, eliminating some of the guess work for students in
selecting their class schedules and allowing courses to be degree applicable for a variety of
majors. Meta-majors can allow for students to change majors within a certain cluster or among
similar fields of study without missing critical requirements in their degree progression (EAB,
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2016b). Another practice that could benefit students is utilizing pass/fail grades rather than letter
grades for foundational or introductory level courses. This would help students acclimate to the
curricula without jeopardizing their GPA, and it could lower the risk to students for exploring
different majors through coursework. Increasing the opportunities for FTIC students to take
interdisciplinary courses or courses that are collaboratively co-taught by faculty from different
majors can also increase students’ exposure to college majors and the culture of different
academic disciplines. While students are ultimately responsible for their choices and actions,
faculty and staff at colleges and universities should consider how to change pedagogies and
grading practices for lower-level courses to promote both student learning and self-awareness. In
any setting where there is an appropriate opportunity, faculty and staff should have purposeful
conversations with students about their grades, choice of major, personal goals, occupational
goals, and plans for future courses (Gordon, 2006; Grant et al., 2000; Hughey & Hughey, 2012).
Teaching/Designing FYS Courses
First-year seminar courses might provide an ideal opportunity to help new college
students build their awareness of major and career options (Andrews & Schulze, 2018).
According to the National Survey on the First-Year Experience, college administrators are
offering more academically-themed FYS courses and incorporating more academic planning and
career development topics into the FYS course curriculum (Young, 2018b). The topic of
choosing a college major must be addressed carefully within first-year seminar courses. Even
though it is very common for students to change their college major (Venit, 2016), it can be
difficult to determine the best major choice. Students may feel simultaneous pressures to earn
good grades, graduate on time, and get a job that makes use of college level skills and knowledge
(Gardner, 2000; Lederman, 2017), and they may also feel like they do not have enough
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information to make a good decision (Astorne-Figari & Speer, 2019). Teaching about the major
exploration process in first-year seminar courses will likely involve introducing students to many
possible majors and even more numerous potential future jobs. Students may emerge from the
FYS course feeling less confident in their choice of major and even more uncertain about their
major satisfaction (Howard & Jones, 2000).
To build their confidence in choosing a major, students may need help from staff or
faculty to understand the relationship between their grades, preferences, and choice of major.
This is especially true for students who are underperforming academically. In addition to
individual appointments or counseling sessions with academic advisors and career advisors,
classroom experiences have the potential to be influential in students’ major decision making
(Milsom & Coughlin, 2015). Using FYS courses to teach students about academic planning,
degree requirements, and alternative plans (i.e., Plan B) may be beneficial in terms of retaining
students and graduating students within four years. Perhaps the greatest payoff could be
encouraging male students to think about trying a new major, since men are more likely than
women to drop out when confronted with academic abilities or preference mismatches (AstorneFigari & Speer, 2019). Activities within the FYS course can help all students consider the
possibility of failure (i.e., not meeting eligibility criteria for a major) or things not going as
expected (i.e., a bad grade on a test) and prepare themselves to consider other options for
completing their degrees. FYS courses need to be further evaluated and assessed to determine if
this type of curriculum could be beneficial for either students or institutions of higher education.
Limitations of the Study
Any type of research in education is limited by the research methods used and the
assumptions that inform those methods (Henson et al., 2010). There are several limitations to this

121

study that should be considered. First, the study is limited to one institution and further refined to
focus on a population of students enrolled during one academic year. The results should not be
generalized to other populations. Future studies might have different results based on including a
larger population of students, studying different institutional context, or by including multiple
institutions. Second, this study utilized the BCSSE survey, which asks students to describe their
expectations or intentions with regards to the future. Students may have not accurately reported
their future behaviors; indeed, “expectations can be unrealistic or even wrong” (Mancuso et al.,
2010, p. 4). Studying students’ expectations may not necessarily have provided insight into what
students do or experience within the college environment. There may be gaps between students’
prior behavior, their expectations for college, and their actual experiences and behaviors during
college. Future research on comparing FYS course might be improved by utilizing more results
from BCSSE or by looking at outcomes (i.e., use results from NSSE) rather than expectations.
Utilizing information about what students experienced during college in terms of their
interactions with faculty might result in differences between students who completed different
types of FYS courses (Barton & Donohue, 2009; Zerr & Bjerke, 2016). Third, the regression
model did not make use of student subgroups (i.e., low/medium/high GPA) that could have
provided more opportunities for analysis. Finally, since the results of this study were not
significant, utilizing a mixed-method approach that included qualitative methods might have
provided greater insight about the differences in students’ experience within each type of FYS
course. Including interviews or focus groups might provide more information on the topics of
interest in this study, such as why students selected to take a certain type of FYS, what types of
faculty interactions they experienced in their first year, and why students changed or did not
change their college major. The next section offers some suggestions for future research.
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Recommendations for Future Research
The limitations of this study highlight the opportunities that exist for future studies to
continue to explore similar topics or research questions. The results of this study indicate that
there is still more to learn about students who take different types of first-year seminar courses.
Future studies might mitigate the selection bias associated with choosing to take a FYS course by
using better matching techniques or by utilizing propensity score analysis, especially to compare
FYS participants and non-participants (Austin, 2011; Culver & Bowman, 2020; Das et al. 2021;
Woolfork‐Barnes, 2017). Other points of comparison based on pre-college characteristics, such
as intellectual development (Barton & Donohue, 2009), academic motivation (Culver &
Bowman, 2020), self-efficacy (Hauck et al., 2020), or grades in FYS courses (Hyers & Joslin,
1998) might prove to be insightful variables to use to compare students in different types of FYS
courses. Additionally, learning about students’ expectations (i.e., BCSSE) alone may not provide
enough information about students to understand their engagement in college. Expectations
should be studied alongside their personal characteristics and their educational experiences
(Astin, 1993; Cole et al., 2009). In future studies, incorporating information from subsequent
surveys taken by students later in college (i.e., NSSE) might provide more information about
students in each type of FYS course (Barton & Donohue, 2009). Utilizing the BCSSE and the
NSSE concurrently may better reflect the I-E-O interactions mapped by Astin’s model (Cole et
al., 2009). The following are recommended as possible opportunities for future research:
1. Replicate this study at other institutions offering different types of first-year seminar
courses simultaneously or conduct multiple institution studies.
2. Investigate demographic data to examine any differences between student groups based
on race/ethnicity and/or gender.
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3. Classify students within each type of FYS course into subgroups, which could be based
groups such as gender, ethnicity, or high/medium/low high school GPA, to compare
trends based on these characteristics. Other subgroups could include classifying students
by academic college to determine any differences between the students with each college.
4. Compare students who were forced to change majors based on degree progression
policies and students who elected to change their major by their own choice.
5. Compare students in each type of FYS courses using outcomes of first-to-second-year
persistence and/or college academic performance (GPA – first year of college or
cumulative college).
6. Expand use of BCSSE to include additional items or scales, such as the Academic
Perseverance Scale (During the coming school year, how certain are you that you will do
the following? 1) Study when there are other interesting things to do; 2) Find additional
information for course assignments when you don’t understand the material; 3)
Participate regularly in course discussions, even when you don’t feel like it; 4) Ask
instructors for help when you struggle with course assignments; 5) Finish something you
have started when you encounter challenges; and 6) Stay positive, even when you do
poorly on a test or assignment)
7. Incorporate use of NSSE responses to compare the outcomes or self-reported experiences
of students as well as their expectations (BCSSE).
8. Use a mixed-methods approach to include qualitative information obtained through
written feedback and/or focus group discussions with students in each of these two types
of FYS courses. This could provide more information about why students changed or did
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not change their major, what types of interactions they had with faculty, and their
perceptions about their FYS courses.
9. Compare the frequencies of major change at more points in time (i.e., end of freshman
year to end of sophomore year, end of sophomore year to end of junior year, end of junior
year to end of senior year). Following a cohort more closely might provide more specific
information about when students change their majors, and perhaps also could provide
insight about the majors that students most commonly change from or change to.
10. Attempt to measure nature of the major change (i.e., switching to an “easier” major
defined by less competitiveness or less rigorous grading standards) and investigate how
students realize a major is a poor fit.
11. Use NSSE results, qualitative methods, or mixed methods to learn about student-faculty
interactions. Opportunities could include comparing student-faculty interactions across
student subgroups of gender, race/ethnicity, first-generation status, and socio-economic
status. Similarly, classification systems could be used to better understand student
characteristics (i.e., type of FYS course, gender, ethnicity, etc.) and the nature of studentfaculty interactions. Interacting with faculty in different settings may have different types
of impacts on students.
Concluding Remarks
While some studies have found a difference in outcomes for students based on the type of
FYS course they completed, this study did not demonstrate any significant differences among
students who completed a discipline-specific FYS course and a non-discipline specific FYS
course in terms of high school GPA or expectations about student-faculty interactions.
Additionally, this study did not demonstrate any association between the type of FYS course and
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major change from first fall term to second fall term, nor any association between type of FYS
major change from first fall term to graduation. The only variable associated with major change
was first term cumulative college GPA, and this was only significant in the regression model
examining major change from year one to graduation. Rather than making a clear determination
about the best overall FYS course, consideration should be given to the intended goals and
resources available for such courses. The lack of differences in students’ high school GPA,
expectations about students-faculty interactions, and major change may be due to similarities
within the student population, or it could be that the two types of FYS courses were not all that
different from each other. As it is becoming increasingly popular for colleges and universities to
offer first-year seminar courses that focus on a disciplinary or academic theme, rather than
provide a broad introduction or orientation to the college experience (Young, 2018a; Young &
Skidmore, 2019), college leaders who design and teach these courses should ensure that
academic planning and career planning are incorporated in some manner. The curriculum and
focus of FYS courses should be purposeful and evidence-based. By continuously evaluating and
assessing FYS courses, the full potential of FYS courses might be achieved.
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Appendix A:
List of Majors
1. Accounting
2. Advertising
3. Africana Studies
4. Aging Studies
5. Animal Biology
6. Anthropology
7. Applied Science
8. Art History
9. Behavioral Healthcare
10. Business Analytics & Information Systems
11. Cell & Molecular Biology
12. Chemistry
13. Communication Sciences & Disorders
14. Computer Science
15. Criminology
16. Cyber Security
17. Dance
18. Early Childhood Education
19. Economics
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20. Elementary Education
21. English
22. Environmental Science & Policy
23. Exceptional Student Education
24. Finance
25. General Business Studies
26. General Studies
27. Geography
28. Geology
29. Global Business
30. Health Sciences
31. History
32. Humanities & Cultural Studies
33. Information Studies
34. Information Technology
35. Integrated Public Relations & Advertising
36. Interdisciplinary Education
37. Long Term Care Administration
38. Management
39. Marine Biology
40. Mass Communication
41. Mathematics
42. Mathematics Education
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43. Medical Technology
44. Microbiology
45. Music Education
46. Music Performance
47. Music Studies
48. Personal Finance
49. Philosophy
50. Physical Education
51. Physical Sciences
52. Physics
53. Political Science
54. Pre-Engineering/Biomedical Engineering
55. Pre-Engineering/Chemical Engineering
56. Pre-Engineering/Civil Engineering
57. Pre-Engineering/Computer Engineering
58. Pre-Engineering/Electrical Engineering
59. Pre-Engineering/Industrial Engineering
60. Pre-Engineering/Mechanical Engineering
61. Pre-Medical Science/Biomedical Science
62. Pre-Nursing/Nursing
63. Psychology
64. Public Health
65. Quantitative Economics & Econometrics
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66. Religious Studies
67. Science Education
68. Social Science Education
69. Social Work
70. Sociology
71. Statistics
72. Studio Art
73. Theatre
74. Women’s & Gender Studies
75. World Languages

172

Appendix B:
Communications Majors: Prerequisites, Requirements, and Outcomes
Table A1
Communications Majors: Prerequisites, Requirements, and Outcomes
Major

Major
Description

Advertising The major
B.S.
provides students
the opportunity to
combine the
creative, media,
and account
planning aspects
of advertising
with knowledge,
skills, and
abilities in
accounting,
economics,
finance,
information
systems,
management,
marketing and
strategy.

Prerequisites

Major Requirements

Potential Entry
Level Jobs

ACG 2021
Financial
Accounting
ACG 2071
Managerial
Accounting
CGS 2100
Computers in
Business
ECO 2013
Principles of
Macroeconom
ics
ECO 2023
Principles of
Microeconom
ics
STA 2023
Introductory
Statistics or
STA 2122 or
QMB 2100
MAC 2233
Elementary
Calculus

ADV 3008 - Introduction
to Advertising
ADV 3101 - Advertising
Creativity
ADV 3300 - Advertising
Media Strategy
ADV 4600 - Advertising
Management
ADV 4800 - Advertising
Campaigns
ADV 4940 - Advertising
Internship
MAR 3613 - Marketing
Research MAR 4503 Buyer Behavior

Advertising
Agent
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Major

Major
Description

Communic
ation B.A.

Integrated
Public
Relations
&
Advertising
B.S.

Prerequisites

Major Requirements

Potential Entry
Level Jobs

The Bachelor of
SPC 2608
Arts in
Public
Communication
Speaking I
is a liberal arts
degree that
prepares students
to communicate
effectively and
ethically in
personal and
professional
relationships and
in both face-toface and mediated
contexts.

SPC 2608 - Public
Speaking
ORI 3004 Communication as
Performance
SPC 3301 - Interpersonal
Communication
SPC 3544 - Persuasion
and Media
COM 4958 Communication Senior
Capstone

Professional
Speaker

The Bachelor of
Science in
Integrated Public
Relations and
Advertising will
prepare students
for leadership
positions in the
quickly evolving
fields of public
relations
advertising, and
integrated
marketing
communications.

ADV 3008 - Introduction
to Advertising
PUR 3000 - Principles of
Public Relations
ADV 3101 -Advertising
Creativity
ADV 3300 -Advertising
Media Strategy
PUR 3500 - Public
Relations Research
MMC 3602 - Mass
Communications and
Society
MMC 4208 - Media Law
and Ethics
MMC 2100 - Writing for
the Mass Media
ADV 2214 - Graphic
Programs in Mass
Communications
ADV - 4800 Advertising
Campaigns
PUR 4801 - Advanced
Public Relations
MAR 3023 - Basic
Marketing
STA 2023 -Introductory
Statistics I

Creative
Services
Content
Strategy,
Copywriting

No State
Mandated
Common
Prerequisites
for this
program.
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Social Media
Coordinator
Communicatio
ns/Public
Relations
Specialist
Advertising
Sales/Media
Planning and
Buying
Media
Relations
Brand
Management

Major

Major
Description

Prerequisites

Major Requirements

Potential Entry
Level Jobs

Mass
Communic
ations
B.A., with
Broadcast
News
Concentrati
on

The Bachelor of
Arts in Mass
Communications
is a preprofessional,
hands-on program
that prepares
students for
careers in
communication,
especially
broadcast
journalism, digital
media, and
promotional
communication.
The program has
two
concentrations:
Broadcast-News
and BroadcastProgram and
Production.

Students must
complete 18
semester
hours outside
the Mass
Communicati
ons
curriculum
and beyond
the 36 hours
of general
education
requirements
prior to
entering the
University.

MMC 2100 - Writing for
the Mass Media
MMC 3602 - Mass
Communications and
Society
Concentration
JOU 2100 - Beginning
Reporting
JOU 4181 - Public
Affairs Reporting
MMC 4208 - Media Law
and Ethics
RTV 3001 - Introduction
to Telecommunications
RTV 3301 - Broadcast
News
RTV 4321 - Electronic
Field Production
RTV 4304 - TV News

TV/News
Reporter/Anch
or

Mass
Communic
ations
B.A., with
Broadcast
Program
and
Production
Concentrati
on

The Bachelor of
Arts in Mass
Communications
is a preprofessional,
hands-on program
that prepares
students for
careers in
communication,
especially
broadcast
journalism, digital
media, and
promotional
communication.

Students must
complete 18
semester
hours outside
the Mass
Communicati
ons
curriculum
and beyond
the 36 hours
of general
education
requirements
prior to
entering the
University.

MMC 4208 - Media Law
and Ethics
RTV 2100 - Writing for
Radio and TV
RTV 3001 - Introduction
to Telecommunications
RTV 3301 - Broadcast
News
RTV 4321 - Electronic
Field Production
RTV 4500 Telecommunications
Programming and
Management
RTV 4542 - TV
Production and Direction

TV/News
Reporter/Anch
or

Digital News
Reporter/Produ
cer
TV News
Producer

Digital News
Reporter/Produ
cer
TV News
Producer

Note. Information adapted from University of South Florida’s Programs A-Z (USF, 2021b).
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Appendix C:
Permission for Major Satisfaction Model
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Appendix D:
IRB Approval Letter
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